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            Chapter 1

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I tap my heel against the floor. My hands are clammy. I wipe them on my jeans. I hate this kind of waiting—like I’m auditioning for a part I don’t even want.

      Damn Sienna and Stella for making me do this. I glance around. Not that I have much experience with this sort of thing, but this doesn’t even look like a therapist’s practice. It reminds me of my agent’s swanky building, designed to impress people who have too much money—people like me now, although it hasn’t always been like that. But I suppose that goes for most of us, albeit not for Sienna and Stella, who have always been rich bitches⁠—

      Just as my thoughts start to run away with me, the big wooden door with the massive black metal handle swings open. A tall woman in a sand-colored linen blazer over a stark-white silk blouse walks out, a solemn smile painted on her lips.

      “Avery?” She looks me in the eye, and her smile broadens.

      “Yup.” Awkwardly, I jump out of my chair, as though I’m being called for something much more harrowing than an hour of talking with—let’s be honest—at first glance, a very attractive woman.

      “Come in.” She holds that massive door wide open for me.

      The space is full of colorful trinkets and velvet throw pillows. I was expecting every shade of soothing beige, but Dr. Nicola Forbes has other ideas about how to decorate a therapist’s office.

      “Would you like some water?” she asks as she gestures to an inviting armchair.

      “I’m good. Thanks.” I sink into the chair and look around some more. The room is large, with high ceilings and huge windows that let in all of LA’s warm, lazy light.

      Dr. Forbes settles in the chair opposite me, and this setup does very much feel like every other shrink’s office I’ve seen on TV.

      “Before we start,” she says. “I’m Nicola, but please call me Nic.” The skin around her eyes crinkles a little as she says it, as though going by Nic makes her more comfortable. “You’re aware that Leslie is my sister, and I’m aware that she’s your agent but, rest assured, nothing you tell me will ever leave this room.”

      “Are you saying I can bitch about Leslie all I want?” I joke. What a silly thing to say. As if I would ever bitch about Leslie, agent to the biggest stars in Hollywood. The day she took me on as her client, I knew for certain my status in this town had changed. I knew that I’d made it—whatever that means.

      Dr. Forbes chuckles. “I’m sure I have much more to bitch about when it comes to my sister, but sure.” She gives the slightest of nods. “Feel free to bitch away.”

      I do like a sense of humor in a woman. Dr. Forbes is funny and good-looking. Things could be worse.

      She smiles again, the kind of reassuring smile that’s supposed to put me at ease. But it’s going to take more than a smile to accomplish that.

      “So, Avery.” She tilts her head a fraction. “What brings you here today?”

      Ah, the million-dollar question. I’ve had time to practice my answer. Between the decade I’ve spent contemplating going into therapy and the two weeks since I got this appointment—Leslie pulled some strings with her sister, who is a much sought-after counselor for Hollywood’s finest—I should have it pretty much nailed. But playing coy is so much more fun—and safe.

      “You can’t be the only person on the planet who hasn’t seen it,” I say.

      “Oh, I’ve seen your infamous bar brawl.” That’s all she says. Back in my Echo Bay days, my character had to see a shrink, and all the actor playing opposite me had to do was stare at me intently while waiting out a heavily pregnant silence.

      “And?” I ask.

      “And what?”

      “I’m sorry; I’m a little defensive. I don’t really know how to do this. I kind of know what to expect, but I also have no clue.”

      “Okay.” Nic folds her hands together in her lap. “There’s no right or wrong way to do this, Avery. You’re just here to talk. So, let’s talk… I’ll start. Is that okay?”

      I almost say ‘fuck yeah’. According to my last girlfriend—if you could even call her that—I could also use some therapy for the number of times I use the f-word on any given day. I swallow the profanity, and just nod.

      “The sole reason I’m here is to help you. To listen to you. To untangle some things you might find difficult to untangle on your own. I’m not here to judge.” She chuckles. “I’m just here to nudge.” She holds up her hand. “Please excuse the atrocious wordplay.”

      However lame it is, it works, because I can’t help but laugh at this extremely put-together woman poking a little fun at herself. That’s probably why she did it. It’s a little disconcerting to sit across from someone who’s always a few steps ahead of you—to say I don’t like it would be a huge understatement.

      “I saw you push that guy away,” Nic says, alluding to the video of me that went viral a few weeks ago. “Did he deserve it?”

      I wasn’t expecting that question. “Fuck yeah.” I can’t hold back an f-bomb now.

      Nic chuckles again. “I bet he did. What did he say to you?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not going to repeat his vile words, but they were disgusting and homophobic and dismissive of…” I just shake my head.

      “Fair enough.” She shifts a little in her chair. “And you felt the only possible response was to shove him?”

      “It was a gut reaction. I didn’t really think it through at the time.”

      “Makes sense.” She narrows her eyes.

      “You can take the girl out of the trailer park but, apparently, you can’t take the trailer park out of the girl,” I say.

      “What does that mean?”

      I scoff. “You’re a smart woman. I’m sure you know what it means.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” She leans back a little. “For your information, I’m gay. If you’re the victim of homophobia, I understand that on a level that someone straight might not. I just want you to know that.”

      Obviously, I know Dr. Nic Forbes is gay. Not that it has any bearing on why I’m here.

      “He really rubbed me up the wrong way, and I don’t take any shit from guys like that,” I say. A pang of anger courses through me at the memory. Frankly, the only reason I regret shoving that ignorant asshole is because it happened in public and someone always has their camera out when I’m around. I definitely don’t regret doing it, although that’s what everyone seems to expect from me.

      “Guys like what?” Nic is relentless, but that’s her job, I guess. I didn’t come here to sit in silence for an hour—although part of me wishes I could—because the view’s not bad at all.

      “Insecure pricks whose only outlet for their lack of confidence is toxic masculinity.”

      “Tell me what he said. I can take it. I promise.” She surprises me again—or maybe she’s just genuinely curious.

      I roll my eyes. “Just the usual bullshit about me not having found the right dick yet. As I said, too vile and also too dumb to repeat.”

      Nic huffs out some air. “He did deserve it, then.”

      I nod, looking into her deep-brown eyes for a moment.

      “If that’s the case, why are you here?” she asks.

      She’s got me again. Hot, funny, and smart. I’d better watch myself.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      I rest my gaze on Avery Hall. She’s kind of what I had expected—Hollywood’s latest it-girl struggling with herself—but also rather different. She has a rough, unpolished edge, perhaps the very thing that makes her irresistible to the camera. And also the thing that made her shove that guy in the bar.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Avery says, “is it always going to be like this?”

      I’m not put off by her swearing. I wouldn’t say I have a thing for coarse language, but Lois was rather fond of an expletive, and it’s one of the things I, for some reason, really loved about her.

      “I’m afraid that’s the essence of therapy.” I throw in another smile. “I ask you questions in order to get to the bottom of things.”

      “Do the questions have to be so annoying?”

      I chuckle. “Yes,” I say, because I can’t lie to her. “So, shall we get back to the annoying question?”

      She draws a deep breath, then expels the air dramatically. “Where I come from, we don’t talk about our feelings. This shit doesn’t come easy to me, but…”

      I let the silence between us linger so Avery has the time to find her words.

      “Ever since I did Queer Girl Summer, things are different. And I know it’s the last thing I should complain about, but…”

      “It has thrown you?”

      I’ve seen the movie several times, despite having much more of a penchant for queer women of a certain age than ‘girls’—or women in their thirties, like the actors in the movie.

      It was the most talked about film last summer, despite only being a modest indie feature. I’m old enough to have witnessed something small-scale grow into a massive juggernaut a couple of times in my life, simply because the time is right for it and everything about the movie just works. The script. The execution—where, according to my sister, most movies go wrong. The casting of queer actors for the three main parts, of which Avery was one—although, I’m getting a sense she might not be totally okay with that. There’s a lot to figure out here.

      “Sienna and Stella, they’re… they have their partners and they’re such massive, um, well, lesbians, I guess, whereas I’ve never really, like, necessarily wanted to label myself like that.”

      I mentally pat myself on the back for getting it right.

      “We became close during the shoot, and they keep referring to our little gang of three as ‘Dykes and the City’.” She gives a terse shake of the head. “It’s also the name of our WhatsApp group, and it just annoys the hell out of me. Why does it have to be called that? Why does everything always have to be so gay? Why can’t we just be us? Three regular female friends doing what we do?”

      “This is Sienna Bright and Stella Flack you’re referring to?” I’m not asking for confirmation, just to give her a little breather after that big reveal—it’s extremely revealing to me, at least.

      “Yeah. I mean, I love them, I really do, but…”

      I give her space to finish her thought.

      “Sometimes, they’re just too queer for me.”

      People rarely put it so bluntly, but Avery does. It gives me more to work with.

      “Because they’re both in long-term relationships?” I ask, taking a chance.

      “What? No. I don’t care about that. I get along fine with Justine and Kate—even the kid.” She holds up her hand. “Admittedly, Justine is more of an acquired taste. She’s very intense and… I don’t know. I’m not sure she likes me all that much.”

      “Why do you think so?” Justine Blackburn is Sienna Bright’s partner—and I’ve seen the movie about her several times.

      “It’s just a feeling. I mean, Justine is like… the queerest of the queer, you know? And I get why she is like that. I totally get it, but… I don’t know. I have this underlying feeling that we don’t totally see eye to eye because… I don’t feel the need to discuss the fact that I’m gay all the time. It’s not that significant a thing about me. It’s, like, almost negligible.” She pauses, then fixes her gaze on me. “Some gay people really can’t deal with people like me. They see it like a personal affront, or an attack even”—she curls her fingers into air quotes—“‘after all they’ve been through.’”

      “What exactly do they see as an affront?”

      “Take Gay Pride,” Avery says. “I never go because I don’t feel the need. It’s not me. And, honestly, it doesn’t always paint the prettiest of pictures…” She scoffs. “But this is not an opinion I can express among my friends.”

      “Are you not proud to be gay?” I’m only asking because I know what she’s going to say, and it’s important she says it so we can unpack it together.

      “Why is that something to be proud of? It’s not an achievement. I just like women. I don’t see why I have to shout it from the rooftops.”

      “But what if, in this instance, pride is simply the opposite of shame?” I prod.

      “I’m not ashamed to be gay.” Her tone is sharp and perhaps a touch angry. “It’s just not that important.” She shuffles in her seat, uncrosses and recrosses her legs. “Are you proud to be gay?” It sounds more like an accusation than a question.

      “I’m very proud to be gay.” I make sure to keep my tone neutral. This isn’t about me—or about how I beamed with pride and utter joy when Lois and I got married.

      “I bet you march in the Pride parade.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I get it. Things were different for you. You’re, um, older. A different generation.”

      “Did you come out to your parents?” I ask, ignoring her comment about my age—although she’s right.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      She shrugs. “I honestly don’t know how they feel about it. I think they’re okay with it. As I said, we don’t talk about our feelings much.”

      “In the trailer park?” My turn to be naughty.

      “They don’t live in a trailer park, anymore.”

      “Hey.” I soften my features, hoping it will lighten the mood. “You’re doing really well. I know this is hard.”

      “At least I haven’t cried yet,” she says, then follows up with a snicker.

      “Give it a session or three,” I say. “I hope you will come back, Avery. I think we can do some important work together.”

      “Do you think I need it?”

      “That’s only for you to decide, but I don’t think it will hurt you. On the contrary.”

      Finally, she smiles. “I’ll take that as a yes.” She checks her watch. “Is the hour over already?”

      “No.” I make sure my smile reaches my eyes. “We’re just taking a little breather.”

      “Thank fuck for that,” she says.
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          Avery

        

      

    

    
      “How’s your psyche?” Stella asks. “Is it healed yet?”

      “Oh, god.” I hide my face behind my hands. “You bitches with all your feelings and this incessant need to discuss them.”

      “Who you calling a bitch, bitch?” Sienna grins at me. “Seriously, though, how are you feeling?”

      I have to smile. They mean well, that much I know.

      I take a sip of water. “Dr. Forbes is quite the smokeshow. No wonder you cougar-lovers had so many nice things to say about her.”

      Stella shakes her head. “It’s infuriating how hard it is to have a straightforward conversation with you.”

      “Which is why we wanted you to see her,” Sienna says. “Not because she’s hot. I never even thought about her in that way.”

      “For real?” I ask.

      Sienna sighs. “It’s excellent that you’re seeing her. You should learn not to always deflect like that. It stands in the way of genuine connection.”

      “Oh, come on. We are so connected.” I know I’m being obnoxious, yet I reach out my hand to her.

      Sienna swats it away. “If we are, then tell us how you feel.”

      “How many times do I have to repeat myself? I don’t have to tell you how I feel to be connected to you.”

      “Let’s leave her be,” Stella says. “And I guess you’re right, Dr. Forbes is easy to look at.” I love it when Stella sides with me and we can gang up on Sienna for a change. “Although Sienna is our one-and-only true cougar expert.”

      “Jesus.” Sienna’s not ready to let it go yet—there’s not a hint of a smile on her face. “I went to see Nic after my dad died. How she looked didn’t even register with me.”

      “Sorry,” I say sheepishly. It’s not an excuse, but I didn’t know Sienna when she was going through the worst of her grief after her dad’s sudden death.

      “It’s fine. I was also falling madly in love with Justine at the time, so my eye didn’t wander to other cougars,” Sienna says.

      “Besides,” Stella chimes in. “The woman is your therapist. How hot she is shouldn’t be a factor.”

      “I find it hugely helpful,” I say, which isn’t just banter, but also kind of true.

      “Isn’t it more helpful that she’s gay?” Sienna asks. “That she can truly relate to that?”

      I pull up a shoulder. “It’s not like I can try it on with her, so that’s not really important to me.”

      Sienna threatens to pummel me with a throw pillow.

      “If Dr. Nic can’t save you, I don’t know who can,” Sienna says and I’m not sure if she’s joking or not.

      “Save me from what?” I ask.

      “From yourself, bitch,” Sienna says.

      “Just because I gave some lame-ass guy a well-deserved shove,” I say, knowing full well that was just the catalyst.

      “How about last week,” Stella says. “At Marcy’s thing. That hot influencer was flirting with you like her life depended on it and you…” She shakes her head in desperation. “You don’t flirt; you repel.”

      “What the actual fuck?” What is she even talking about? “Why would I flirt back with some influencer?”

      “Because she was hot and queer and totally into you,” Stella says matter-of-factly.

      “I don’t want to be all over someone’s TikTok the next day,” I mumble.

      “That’s not the point, though,” Stella says. “The point is you didn’t even give her a chance.”

      “She wasn’t my type.”

      “What is your type?”

      An image of Dr. Nicola Forbes shoots through my head, but I wisely keep that to myself.

      “I don’t know, but not her.”

      “Maybe we should put together a file,” Sienna says. “Avery Hall’s Ideal Woman: Requirements and Red Flags.”

      “With color-coded tabs,” Stella adds. “We’ll use pink for anyone who actually expresses feelings and orange for the ones who spend too much time on socials.”

      “Oh, fuck off.” I roll my eyes. “You’re acting like I’m some broken object you need to fix.”

      Stella shrugs. “We’re not trying to fix you. We’re just trying to make sure you don’t spend the rest of your life confusing repression for mystery.”

      “I am mysterious,” I say. “It’s one of my most maddening qualities.”

      “You said it,” Sienna mutters.

      “Let’s talk about something other than me,” I say, hoping to steer the conversation elsewhere. One hour a week talking about my feelings is more than plenty.

      “Kate wants another baby,” Stella says, rather out of the blue—but at least changing the topic swiftly. “She and Mimi get along like a house on fire and Mimi has four kids, so…”

      “Do you want another baby?” Sienna, who is happily—and vocally—child-free, asks.

      “Unbreak My Heart won’t keep going forever,” Stella replies. “And I’m not getting any younger, nor is Kate.”

      “I’m not sensing an overly enthusiastic vibe here,” Sienna says.

      “I have other considerations than Kate,” Stella says. “And my career is booming, so it’s a tough decision to put it on hold. We all know the expiration date of female actors in the biz and I’m not too far from it.”

      “Look at Nora,” I chime in, just to say something. I have little to contribute on the subject of having another child. I’ve thought about it—every woman has at some point in her life—but I’ve never even had a relationship last longer than a few months, and I’ve always seen that as the writing on the wall for many other things. Perhaps that’s something to discuss with Dr. Nic. “Her career’s thriving and she’s what? Close to sixty now?”

      Stella bursts out laughing. “Nora will be fifty-five this year.” She winks at me. “But can you please repeat this when she’s in the room.”

      I shrug off her comment. “Nora doesn’t seem like the type of vain actor who gets angry when you get her age wrong by a couple of years.”

      “Nora doesn’t seem like a lot of things,” Stella just says, then lets that hang there. She knows Nora Levine—a genuinely mysterious person—well, having worked with her for years on their TV show Unbreak My Heart.

      “But seriously,” Sienna says. “Are you considering it?”

      “Of course, I’m considering it,” Stella says. “It’s what my wife wants more than anything.” A smile breaks on her face. “And I love my cute little Silas to the fucking moon and back.”

      “Still,” Sienna says.

      “Let’s say discussions are open, but…” Stella seems unable to wipe that smile off her face. “We’ll see. I’ll keep you posted on the state of my womb, bitches.” She snickers and it’s so infectious, Sienna and I snicker with her.

      We hang out a little longer and all the while I try to remember this hot influencer that was supposedly flirting with me last week, but for the life of me, I can’t picture her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      “Any new hot, high-profile clients?” Derek asks while he fixes me a gin and tonic.

      It’s an old joke—because he knows very well I can’t say—and so is my response. “Madonna came to see me. I’ll have her all fixed up in no time.”

      “Please don’t fix Madonna,” he says. “She’s perfect just the way she is, and she always will be.” He hands me my drink and we head out to the patio.

      Once we’ve sat down, he holds up his glass. “In memory of our beloved Lois.”

      I clink my glass to his. “May she be served an equally tasty drink wherever she is,” I say, rather stupidly, while toasting my deceased wife. She would have been sixty-eight today, but she only made it to sixty-three and two months.

      “May she swear into eternity. She was so damn good at it. Remember when she called me Lady Sasshole?”

      “I’m still chuckling from when she called you a limp-wristed attention whore.”

      “She was always on the money.” Derek grins. “I miss her terms of endearment every day.”

      I take a breath because I don’t want to cry. I didn’t come here to break down in tears. I came to see my best friend, and to have a drink in Lois’s memory in good company—company she loved, too.

      “Where’s Ben?” It’s safer to talk about significant others that are still alive and kicking.

      “Late shift.” Derek looks me in the eye. “Speaking of…”

      I take a sip, expecting some insider information about their relationship.

      “Ben has a new captain at the station.” He waggles his eyebrows. “She looks mighty good in a uniform.”

      “Really?” I tilt my head. “On Lois’s birthday?”

      “Exactly on Lois’s birthday,” he says. “Today is an excellent day to nudge you toward the semblance of a love life again. You’re fifty-four, Nic. Are you really planning on staying single the rest of your life?”

      “I honestly have no idea.” I take a gulp of my drink rather than a sip.

      “Come on. You must have thought about it.”

      “Sure, but… I’m not interested in anyone else. Lois was one of a kind. Where am I going to find someone like her again?”

      “Agreed, she was completely unique.” He nods. “But maybe another Lois is not what you should be looking for.”

      “We were together for almost twenty years. That’s not something you can just shake off.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking you to do,” Derek says.

      “Also, when you’re into older women, it’s even more difficult to find someone to…” I can’t even name it properly. Connect with? Have some sort of chemistry with?

      “Hm,” is all Derek replies to that.

      “Fine,” I say on a sigh. “Tell me about the captain.” Listening to Derek doesn’t commit me to anything.

      “She’s only fifty,” he says. “Does that put you off already?”

      I have to laugh as I shake my head. “No.”

      “Granted,” Derek says, “it’s not easy being a cub in your fifties. It doesn’t really sound right.”

      “Yet I’ll never be a cougar like you.”

      “Daddy,” Derek says. “Please.”

      “All right, Daddy.” I find his twinkling gaze. He’s enjoying this, and we might as well enjoy ourselves on Lois’s birthday—we’ve cried over her sudden loss enough. “Do you have a picture of this fifty-year-old firefighter lady?”

      “Of course.” He grabs his phone and scrolls through it, then shows me the screen. The woman looking back at me does look very dapper in her uniform, but she’s just a picture.

      “Quite butch,” I say.

      “Nuh-huh,” Derek says. “You can’t say that anymore. It’s masc now.”

      “Argh,” I groan. “I’m too old for all this. I don’t even know the correct terms anymore.”

      “You’re never too old. Look at Ida and Faye, both very close to fifty when they got together.”

      “I can’t compare myself to Ida Burton and Faye Fleming.”

      “Why not?”

      “If Ida’s coming out hadn’t coincided with her falling in love with Faye, she would have had hundreds of suitors.” And also because Ida Burton is one of the most beautiful women on the planet, I don’t say out loud. Derek used to be married to her—they were each other’s beard until Derek couldn’t take it anymore and bust out of the closet. Ida kept up the charade much longer, until she finally cracked as well. And how—the one and only Faye Fleming was waiting for her outside of the closet.

      “Darling, you’re absolutely gorgeous,” Derek says. “The only reason you don’t notice that other women are interested in you is because you have no interest in them. We only see what we want to see.”

      “Are you suggesting I go on a date with Ben’s new lesbian boss?” I quirk my eyebrows. “I can still say lesbian, can’t I?” I’m being facetious, but in my job, I have to watch every single word I say, so it feels good to just say whatever comes to mind when I’m with my friends.

      “We could have you both over for dinner. Keep it casual.”

      “Let me think about it.” I sink into my chair.

      “I know you loved Lois so incredibly much, but I’m convinced that she’d want you to find love again. Didn’t you talk about that sort of stuff, what with her being almost fifteen years older than you?”

      “Those are not the conversations I remember,” I say, although I know, in my heart of hearts, that Lois would want me to find happiness with someone new.

      Derek slides his hand over the table toward mine. “Just say the word and I’ll set it up.”

      “Thanks, Lady Sasshole,” I quip.

      “Why did it always sound so much better, hardly even like an insult, when Lois said it?” Derek gives my hand a little squeeze.

      “She had the rare gift of charming you while calling you names. It made her very special.”

      “She was one of a kind.”

      “Stubborn enough to make a mule look reasonable,” I say. In a way, it’s what killed her. That in combination with being the world’s worst driver while being convinced she was the best.
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      I walk into Dr. Nic’s office for my third session. I’m no longer as nervous as I was the previous two times. But fuck, she looks scrumptious again today, in those hip-hugging jeans and that silk blouse.

      We settle into our seats, and she shoots me a small smile. “How’s it going?” she asks.

      Excellent now that I’m sitting across from you, I think, but obviously can’t say. I’ve heard about clients getting the hots for their therapists—I even know it’s called transference—and I’m not going to be that particular cliché, thank you very much.

      “Okay. You?” The question is out of my mouth before I realize it.

      Her smiles broadens. “Fine, thanks for asking. Is there anything in particular you would like to discuss today? Something that’s been on your mind?”

      “Well, Sienna called me repressed the other day. And according to Stella, I barely even notice when someone flirts with me, which might be true, hence why I’m single.”

      “Do you sometimes flirt with someone? Take the initiative?” Dr. Nic is in no mood to dillydally today.

      I huff out some air. “It’s been a while.”

      “Since you’ve felt attracted to someone enough to initiate something?” Her eyes are deep-brown and kind.

      “I don’t know if I’m made to be in a relationship,” I simply state.

      “It’s not something you crave?”

      “I crave… well, some things sometimes.” Oh, fuck. My cheeks heat up.

      “And?”

      Holy hell. We’re not even five minutes into the session, but it kind of feels like I’ve brought this on myself—or did she somehow steer me toward this again?

      “I’m not that into one-night stands. It used to be easier, you know? Before Queer Girl Summer. I mean, I was on TV before, but since things have gone next level, it’s like a part of me has shut down. Like, I wouldn’t even know where to start if I wanted to…”

      “Have sex with someone?” The way she says it does something to my insides.

      “Um, yeah.” I shuffle in my seat. “I didn’t really come here to talk about my nonexistent sex life, just so you know.”

      “Does it make you uncomfortable?”

      “Duh.” I sound like a teenager rebelling against her parents. “Sorry. That was a bit immature.”

      “No problem. You don’t have to be a certain way here. Just be you.”

      “Yet being me is why I’m here.”

      “And I’m here to help.”

      I might have underestimated the effect of someone’s undivided attention on me, and all my complicated, repressed emotions, for a full hour at a time. Someone who doesn’t want anything from me except the ugly truth.

      “Are you single?” I blurt out.

      Dr. Nic chuckles. “I am, as a matter of fact.”

      Really? “I’m sorry. Was that out of line?”

      “It’s all right. My wife died in a car accident five years ago.”

      “Oh, my god. I’m so sorry, Nic.” Should I have known this? Surely, Sienna knows, but she might have kept it to herself—or I had my head too far up my ass to really listen when she told me.

      “Thanks.” A flash of weariness crosses her face, but then, as if she didn’t just mention her late wife, her face is all solemn smiles and kindness again. “Just giving you a bit of context. It helps with certain clients.”

      “I know you were a huge help to Sienna after her father died. She has only good things to say about you.”

      “I’m glad I could help. I hope she’s doing well.”

      “She’s great. So is Stella. They’re both very good at being gay.”

      “What does that mean: to be good at being gay?”

      “They just seem to… have it all together, you know? Compared to them, I’m a hot mess.”

      “Because you’re single?”

      “Before I met them, before we did this movie together, I was perfectly happy with myself. At least I thought I was. But, I don’t know, it’s like being with them makes me feel inadequate somehow. Like I’m doing it wrong.”

      “Can you define ‘it?’”

      “Life.” I’m on a roll now. “But my life has been so different compared to theirs. Stella’s biggest issue so far has been falling in love with her brother’s wife, which, granted, may point at some dysfunction, and Sienna’s dad crashing his motorcycle was devastating, so, yes, we all have our thing, but we don’t have the same background.

      “Growing up with no money, as I did, makes you see life differently. I wasn’t raised in the same way they were, with their hotshot parents in their huge mansions and privileged lifestyle.” I run out of steam. “I’m not jealous. I love them and I’m glad I met them and that we’re friends, but I often feel… I don’t want to say inferior because it’s not the right word, but not exactly equal either. It doesn’t help that I used to be on Echo Bay.”

      “Do you feel looked down on?”

      “No. I don’t know. Sometimes.”

      “I know for a fact that Echo Bay is a huge part of many people’s lives. A delicious daily treat to look forward to.” There’s that smile again. “What was it like, being a part of that?”

      “Fucking hard work.”

      Nic chuckles, then nods. “I can imagine.”

      “Not compared to the two jobs my mom worked, obviously.”

      “Do you want to tell me a bit more about your mother? About your parents?”

      I heave a sigh. “Not really.”

      “You don’t have to. Well, not today, at least.”

      “Another way I’m not like Sienna and Stella,” I say, expertly deflecting, “is that I’m not into talking about my feelings all the time. Things just are what they are, you know? Most of the time, I’m pretty okay with that.”

      “Good,” is all Nic says.

      I drum my fingertips on the armrest of my chair as I stare out of those enormous windows.

      A short silence falls, after which she asks, “Can you try to put into words why you’re so annoyed right now? What specifically sparked your irritation?”

      “I’m not annoyed,” I say, my voice tense and on the verge of too harsh.

      Dr. Nic just tilts her head.

      “Okay, I’m annoyed because… either I do this, I go down all these rabbit holes with you that I don’t really feel like going down, and it will take fucking forever to get somewhere… Or I quit while I’m ahead.” I’m of half a mind to walk out the door, but something about her keeps me in my chair. I also don’t want to come across as someone who gets out of Dodge the moment the conversation gets difficult. I don’t want Nic to think of me that way, although it’s what I would do with anyone else.

      “The door isn’t locked.” The confidence with which she says it—as if she’s certain that I’ll stay—is another thing that keeps my ass glued to my seat. “None of this is mandatory.” She fixes her gaze on mine. “But please know that I’m here for you unequivocally. It will take the time it takes and, from experience, I know that most of the time, when clients keep coming back, when they put in the work, their life always gets better.”

      “Do they stop shoving homophobic pricks in bars?”

      “As far as I’m concerned, you can give every homophobic prick you ever meet the hardest shove you can muster for the rest of your life.”

      “I do work out.” I flex my biceps a little. “My shoves are pretty robust.”

      “I can tell.” Her gaze actually slides to my arms.

      Inadvertently, I turn on my TV smile. “Did you see our movie?”

      “Queer Girl Summer?” Dr. Nic’s eyes are firmly back on my face now. “Of course. More than once.”

      “Did you like it that much?” Why does it not feel like this when some random hot girl flirts with me in a bar or on set?

      “I genuinely loved it. It’s one of those movies that start with a light, easy vibe and then the deeper meaning hits and you end up sobbing through the credits.”

      Wow. “Thank you,” is all I can mumble.

      “What’s your next project?” Dr. Nic asks.

      “I have a movie coming out in a few weeks, so promo for that is what’s next for me.” I could do without the marketing side of my job, but it’s an inextricable part of being an actor.

      “What made you want to be become an actor?” Nic asks.

      I chuckle, because I’ve talked about this at length with Stella and Sienna and, as it turns out, we all grew up believing the same thing: doesn’t everyone want to be a famous actor?

      “I never really wanted to be anything else,” I say.

      “Famous or an actor?”

      “When I was a teenager, I fantasized about being famous, but now… to do a movie like Queer Girl Summer is no longer about fame anymore. Artistically, it was extremely fulfilling.” Oh god. I sound like the second coming of Meryl Streep. “Scratch that,” I’m quick to say. “I just sounded so fucking full of myself.”

      “I didn’t think so.” She shoots me a small smile. “Acting is an art. A damn difficult and vulnerable one at that. You can be proud of that.”

      “I think I might have some issues with feeling proud.”

      “You’re in the right place, then,” Dr. Nic says and—god fucking damn it—the warmth in her words touches something inside me. Something that I’ve buried deep and has not seen daylight in too long, if ever.

      My throat grows thick, and my eyes sting. You’ve got to be kidding me. I will also not be the cliché client who bursts into inadvertent tears on her therapist’s couch—at least I’m in a chair as opposed to dramatically stretched out on the proverbial couch.

      I shake my head and discreetly try to wipe my eyes, which is simply impossible when someone’s sitting across from you with all their attention focused only on you. Next, she will push that goddamned tissue box in my direction and the picture of utterly obnoxious cliché will be complete.

      “I have some homework for you,” Dr. Nic says, surprising me again. She doesn’t even reference my tears, although one is sliding down my cheek right now. “This coming week, whenever you think poorly of yourself, whether it be that you can’t control your temper or you think you’re a bad lesbian, just try to notice and push against it a bit. Don’t simply let yourself believe it.”

      “Seriously?” I wipe my cheek dry with my palm.

      “Give it a try. See what happens.”

      “How, though? How would I do that?”

      “Just by noticing.”

      “Easier said than fucking done.”

      “At least I’m not asking you to swear less,” she quips. “That would be impossible.”

      Way to defuse the tension. “Sure. I’ll give it a try.”

      “Thank you.” She nods at the tissue box. “They’re free of charge,” she says, delighting—and confusing me—a little bit more.
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      That night, instead of rewatching Queer Girl Summer, I text Derek to set up a dinner with the firefighter instead. Because I’m well aware that in my session with Avery Hall earlier, I skirted far too close to several professional lines.

      I’m only human and like any other human, I’m not infallible, but I have thirty years of experience in this profession that I love more than anything, and the least I can do for myself, and my professional pride, is admit that I came too close.

      I shouldn’t have mentioned Lois’s accident. I definitely shouldn’t have encouraged Avery to keep shoving misogynists in bars—the only appropriate response was to help her unpack those feelings, not stoke them. But what I most certainly shouldn’t have done was comment on the definition in her arms because it could easily be misconstrued as flirting and that’s not just a misstep. It’s the kind of thing that could cost me my license.

      It’s just that Avery’s incessant use of curse words reminds me of Lois in a way that I haven’t been in a long time. It’s funny that such profanity should fuel such tender memories, but that was Lois all over. She was always swearing at something or someone. She was loud and present and the most magnificent wife in every sense.

      I walk into the backyard and sit on the bench among the plants she so lovingly took care of, and think back to my conversation with Derek about finding love again. No one has ever come close to Lois. He was right when he said I shouldn’t be looking for another Lois. Not only because such a person doesn’t exist, but even more so because it’s impossible to have the same relationship twice.

      I sit in silence for a while, in this green oasis that Lois created for us. I’ve tried to keep it thriving, in her memory, with the help of a gardener. I’m not sure how I would cope if one of Lois’s plants died as well.

      While I’ve grown accustomed to being alone, after twenty years of Lois’s all-absorbing presence, I can still feel so lonely. I miss her, and it’s a feeling that doesn’t go away. But maybe I don’t have to be so alone.

      Maybe I should approach dating a little differently than the half-hearted attempts I mustered since Lois’s death. Maybe I should actually give the other women a chance instead of immediately dismissing them on the grounds that they’re not the person they can never be.

      Maybe I’m ready. Maybe Avery showing up in my practice is some sort of sign that it’s time for me to take that next step. None of this is very rational, but, come to think of it, it would be nice to have someone special to call right now. Not Derek, or another friend, or my sister, but someone whose heart lights up when they see my name on their phone screen. Someone who gives me butterflies in my stomach. I can surely dream.

      I text back and forth with Derek, trying to arrange a date. We settle on next Saturday at his and Ben’s place. Her name’s Loretta, he tells me and I feel a tiny flutter of excitement, because at least I’m trying. And you just never know. That’s something I always tell my clients. You simply never know what life has in store for you next.

      Then my mind again drifts back to my three o’clock appointment. I had four sessions today, yet there’s only one client who keeps popping up in my head. And I have to ask myself the question I’ve never, in thirty years of practice, had to ask myself: am I in trouble here? Am I feeling something inappropriate? If I am, I will have to immediately stop seeing Avery as a client because my feelings could stand in the way of me offering her the best possible care.

      But I can easily shrug off that thought because, for starters, Avery Hall is in her mid-thirties and while, at my age, I shouldn’t necessarily only be looking at older women anymore, a woman who is twenty years my junior is simply not an option. She might be extremely attractive and curse like a sailor, but she’s just not my type. It’s as simple as that.

      So when I go inside and settle in the couch, I have no qualms about watching Queer Girl Summer again. It’s quickly become my new sapphic comfort movie because it’s so damn good and it gets me every time.

      It’s the story of three women in their early thirties, each, in their own way, unraveling under the weight of the modern-day capitalist world. Strangers at first, their lives begin to intersect through a series of unexpected, increasingly intimate encounters.

      What starts as coincidence becomes connection. Slowly they find themselves drawn into one another’s orbit—sharing secrets, stolen moments, and finally something far more combustible. It all builds to an enormous climax beneath the towering redwoods of Big Sur. And when I say climax, I mean it in every sense—physical, emotional, spiritual. No one emerges untouched.

      The vibe of the movie is gentle and playful, with soft light and a dreamy, sun-dappled aesthetic that makes everything feel slightly suspended in time—like summer itself might never end. But the message is, at least to me, crystal clear: burnout is political, healing is queer, and pleasure can be resistance.

      Sienna Bright, who was my client for a while after her father died in a motorcycle accident—something I could very much relate to—is the best she’s ever been in it. Stella Flack is equally astounding. But Avery Hall is something else. There’s a moment deep in the second act where she portrays the pain she’s in with a simple but extremely effective slow bat of her eyelids and it gets me every time. It’s the moment the movie cracks wide open and, subtly but unmistakably, turns into something else. Pleasure takes over from pain and it’s spectacular.

      Silke Meisner, the director, is known for making difficult movies that aren’t always fun to watch—nor to act in, I know from my sister’s clients—but I guess she grew tired of all the torment and her three-sixty into this different, much more joyful genre is a slam dunk. No wonder this small indie feature grew into such a huge hit.

      For Avery, a former soap opera actor on Echo Bay, it must have been a huge shock to the system. It’s one of the reasons she comes to my practice once a week. That and her internalized homophobia. There’s a lot bubbling under the surface, but I’m certain she’s come to the right place for help. She has come to me. And I will do right by her.
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      Because she gave me homework this week, I think about Nic a lot. I’m sure it wasn’t her intention, but that’s how my brain works, apparently. Whenever I catch myself having a bad thought—considering myself inadequate again—I think of her asking me to push back against it.

      It’s only been three days since our last session, and I can only conclude that I don’t think so highly of myself, what with how my thoughts are now suffused with images of Nic—looking fucking scrumptious in all of them—to drown out whenever I think of myself as too little or too much of something. Not gay enough to attract the kind of woman I’m into—although god knows what kind of woman that might be. Too famous now to stroll to my local coffee shop and have a normal chat with the barista. Too uptight to call my mother and ask her how she’s doing.

      I’m about to call Sienna to ask her everything she remembers about Nic, but I stop myself. I’m still resisting becoming that cliché on top of all the other clichés I seem to be. Oh, bam. Another not-so-good thought about myself. I check my email instead and there’s a message from my agent, Leslie—Nic’s sister.

      It’s an invitation to her sixtieth birthday party in a few weeks. If it’s the kind of party that mixes professional acquaintances with family, Nic will be there. It makes me want to RSVP straight away, but I keep my cool. I also make a mental note to ask Nic what the protocol is for occasions like that—for when you run into your therapist in a social situation. It must happen to her all the time.

      I check my watch. I have a meeting with the PR team for my upcoming movie, Deadline for Love, in an hour. It’s all on Zoom these days, and I’m feeling antsy. I switch on the TV, and there’s an old episode of Echo Bay on. Toward the end of my time on the show, my storyline became increasingly ridiculous. There I am. I try not to cringe at seeing myself, but it’s impossible. I’m not ashamed of my work on Echo Bay and, for the most part, I loved doing it. It was steady but hectic work in a world I only ever dreamed of. I learned a lot about acting during my time on that show.

      On screen, I’m shouting at my TV dad, who has just told me that my best friend is also the half-sister I never knew about.

      In many ways, my life was a lot simpler when I only had Echo Bay to worry about. Now, I have to actually put myself out there and entice people to see the movie I’m in. For Queer Girl Summer, it was almost fun because I’d grown very close to Stella and Sienna, and I perfected a way of letting them answer the questions I didn’t feel like replying to, like “What was it like to act in such a queer movie?”

      In my opinion, any reporter asking such an inane question should never be allowed to interview an actor ever again. Neither Stella nor Sienna shared my view, however. They both thought it a wonderful, even pertinent question.

      I switch off the TV because I can’t bear to watch myself any longer, but my mind drifts back to when Nic said she’d seen Queer Girl Summer a few times. Now that’s a lovely thought. For a few minutes, I allow myself to be the cliché. I imagine my hot therapist showing interest in me beyond the boundaries of therapy. Then I shake off the thought. I need to sit in front of her with a straight face. But she did stare at my biceps when I flexed. I don’t know much about therapy, but I’m fairly sure that’s not part of the standard toolkit. Or maybe it’s how Dr. Nic works. Oh, fuck it. Like my thumb has a mind of its own, it’s scrolling to her website on my phone. It’s very minimalist, making her solemn headshot stand out all the more.

      Nicola Forbes, Psy.D.

      Licensed Clinical Psychologist

      What am I doing? My meeting is soon, and I have some preparation to do. I close Dr. Forbes’s website and restlessly pace through my house until my Zoom call with the PR team starts.
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      When it’s time for my next session, I’m in such a state, I consider canceling. Even though these days, when I’m scheduling something, I always keep two hours free on Wednesday afternoons. One hour for the actual therapy session and one to process it afterward.

      “How are you?” Nic asks when I sit down.

      “It’s been an interesting week.” I can barely look at her.

      “In which way?”

      “The homework you gave me was quite confrontational,” I admit.

      “Yeah,” is all she says. She looks even better than last week. She’s wearing a dress, and her long, smooth legs are on full display.

      Obviously, I can’t tell her that the exercise she had me do made me think of her all the time—and not always in an appropriate way.

      “It made me aware of how often I think of myself as… not good enough, I guess.”

      “Can you give me an example of such a thought?”

      “I was thinking about when the girls and I were doing promo for Queer Girl Summer and they seemed to love all the questions about the movie being so gay and the three lead actors all being queer, and how much I hated that.” While it’s not really something I want to talk about, I know that I have to—it’s why I’m here. And it beats admitting to some other thoughts I’ve had.

      “Why did you hate it?” Nic makes a note in the small notepad that’s always in her lap.

      “Because I feel like we should be beyond this. Why does it even matter that we’re lesbians?”

      “The movie is called Queer Girl Summer, so the question seems kind of fair.”

      I huff out some air—it’s almost a scoff. Not you too, I want to say, but don’t, because Nic can’t be that basic. She’s a Doctor of Psychology, not a two-bit reporter looking for a clickbait headline.

      “I guess what irks me the most is that I seem to be the only one who feels this way about it. I don’t get what’s so wrong with wanting to be… post-queer, I guess.”

      “Post-queer?” She arches up a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Can you tell me what you mean by that?”

      This time, I can’t suppress my eye roll.

      “Do you think I should understand without you explaining it to me?” She paints on the slightest of smiles.

      “Fuck yes, goddamn it.”

      Nic chuckles softly. “It’s not that I don’t get it, Avery. But I like to hear it in your words. I’d like you to tell me how you feel.”

      “This is the twenty-first century—it’s not the eighties anymore, when queer people were demonized. Why can’t I just be gay and not say anything about it? My personal life is nobody’s business, either way.”

      Nic just nods. By now, I know that a pregnant pause means I should continue.

      “I’m just as gay as Sienna and Stella, but I simply don’t feel the need to be such an outspoken member of the community.”

      “You don’t have to be.”

      “After QGS, I feel like I do. Sometimes, I regret doing the movie, even though it has completely transformed my career.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone else in that part,” Nic says, pulling me from my poor-gay-girl self-pity trip.

      “Plenty of people could have done it.” I’m not one to roll over easily—not even when my therapist says something unexpected.

      “Nah.” Nic shakes her head. “I mean, maybe, sure, but the fact is that you played the part, and you must have chosen to do so for a reason.”

      “It’s just not the kind of part you turn down. Ten, fifteen years ago, it would have been far more controversial, but not anymore now. I wanted to work with Silke Meisner, and I definitely wanted to act alongside Stella and Sienna.”

      “Even though they’re all gay?”

      “But that never even factored into the equation for me. For me, it’s a great movie. For everyone else, it seems to be a great queer movie.” I expel a sigh. “The movie isn’t even about being queer, despite the quite obnoxious title.”

      “It’s not?”

      Now, she’s really goading me. Dr. Nic’s really good at it as well.

      “No, it’s about freeing yourself from the shackles of capitalism.”

      “Sure.” What did she say the first time I was here? I’m not here to judge. I’m feeling pretty judged right about now.

      I give the kind of shrug that I imagine my teenage self excelled at.

      “Avery, Queer Girl Summer is a queer movie,” Nic says. “A beautiful ode to sapphic women, in my opinion.”

      “Well, you would say that.” I all but stomp my foot on the floor, but the plush rug underneath my chair muffles the sound.

      “Why is it so difficult for you to just say you’re a queer actor who starred in a queer movie?” she asks, ignoring my jibe.

      “Because…” As an argument, it’s rather weak.

      “Could it be, and please, correct me if you think I’m wrong,” Nic says. “Which I’m sure you’ll do.” Her smile is kind of sexy but infuriating at the same time. “That you’re not completely okay with being gay?”

      “What?” My hackles go all the way up. “Fuck, no.”

      Nic opens her hands, as if to say, do elaborate.

      “Not all gay people are the same, simply because not all humans are the same. Just because I don’t volunteer at a queer homeless shelter, doesn’t mean I’m not okay with being gay. I’m just a different person than Sienna who, by the way, had no interest in volunteer work before she got with Justine.”

      “Have you been to the shelter?” Nic asks.

      “No. Have you?”

      “I have not.” She smiles again. “You got me there, but my point is that the Rainbow Shelter wouldn’t need to exist if we were really post-queer. If it no longer mattered.”

      “That is such a fucking unfair comparison.”

      “I’m just pointing out that activism is still extremely necessary and, whether you like it or not, starring in QGS has made you a queer icon.”

      “But I don’t want to be a queer icon.”

      “What do you want to be, then?”

      “Just, I don’t know… a stealth lesbian. Just a woman, really.”

      “I know fame is tricky. I know that being under a microscope does funny things to you. It invariably messes with your head. It always does. And when you compare yourself to your friends, you may feel less-than, but let me assure you they’ve had the same struggles as you. Not identical, but definitely similar.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t talk to them about this stuff. They’re always on my case about being too defensive and not in touch with my feelings and other bullshit like that.”

      “You can talk to me,” Nic says.

      “Can I?”

      “Of course.”

      “For a minute there, I felt quite judged by you.”

      “It’s not just my job to listen to you.” That edge of strictness in her voice does something to me it really shouldn’t. “I’m also here to challenge you, which is not the same as judging.”

      “I know I’m not easy.”

      “No one’s asking you to be easy, whatever that even means.”

      I take a breath and look out the window for a few moments.

      “I can’t make it next week. I’m in Europe,” I say.

      “We can talk over Zoom if you want,” Nic is quick to say.

      “It’s too complicated with the different time zones and the schedule always changes on PR trips like that.”

      “I’ll see you the week after, then.” Neither Nic’s tone of voice nor facial expression leaves any room to contradict this.

      “Yeah…” I’m both relieved and a little deflated. Then a thought pops into my head. “I’m invited to Leslie’s birthday party.”

      “Great. I’ll see you there, then.”

      “How do you deal with running into clients at social events?” I ask.

      “I always leave it up to the client whether they disclose their relationship with me or not. It used to be a lot trickier, but these days, in Hollywood, everyone’s in therapy.”

      “We’re post-therapy?” I joke.

      “Hardly. But to answer your question, I won’t come up to you and greet you. The initiative lies with you, and I won’t be offended if you ignore me. I totally understand.”

      “I figured.”

      “It’s going to be a huge shindig. We may not even see each other,” Nic says.

      That would be extremely unfortunate. I’d love to see Dr. Nic outside of this office. In fact, I can hardly wait.
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      Loretta couldn’t be more the opposite of Lois—soft-spoken and every fiber of her being exuding self-discipline, to the point of uptightness—but I try to enjoy our double date nonetheless.

      “Is post-queer even a thing?” I ask, kind of out of the blue. Avery’s had me thinking about it. I glance at Ben because he’s the youngest of our foursome—although he’s also a firefighter and, according to him, queerness isn’t much discussed in those circles.

      “You’re asking me?” Derek clearly thinks I was looking at him.

      “You are an interesting person to ask the question to,” I say.

      “As a formerly closeted Hollywood A-lister, you mean?”

      “Yeah. Now that even Ida Burton is married to a woman, it would seem post-queer is a thing.” I take a sip from the excellent wine Ben and Derek always serve.

      “In my opinion,” Loretta interjects, “if you’re lucky enough to live in a liberal bubble like Hollywood, it may seem like it, but most gay people are not so lucky. So my answer would be a definite no.”

      “Hollywood wasn’t always like that,” Derek says.

      Loretta just nods.

      “Have you experienced much homophobia on your way to making captain?” I ask. I can see why Derek wanted to set me up with Ben’s new boss. She’s definitely attractive with that strong jawline, those bright, intelligent eyes, and the short gray hair she wears really well.

      “Yes,” Loretta says. “Of course.” It’s been like this a few times over the course of the evening—like drawing blood from a stone. I have reticent clients who are easier to talk to than her. Or, maybe, she’s just not that into me.

      “It’s always different for women in such a male-dominated environment,” Ben says, coming to his captain’s rescue.

      “Time for dessert,” Derek announces. “Nic.” He nods toward the kitchen as though I will quickly whip something up. “Give me a hand?”

      I follow him into the smaller back kitchen off the main cooking area, solely for privacy reasons.

      “I’m not feeling it,” he says. “Between you and Loretta. Please, tell me I’m just a dumb gay with no sensitivity toward my lesbian sisters.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not feeling it either, and I’m sure neither is Loretta.”

      “She’s very dashing, though.” Derek actually fans himself.

      I chuckle while I nod. “She is, but… the vibe just isn’t there.”

      “You’d make such a great-looking couple.” He juts out his bottom lip.

      “I’m not sure Loretta likes me very much. Did Ben tell her this was a double date?”

      “You know my husband. He surely spelled it out so there was no room for misunderstanding.” He scratches the stubble on his chin. “He might have misjudged her personality outside of work. I agree that she’s… not very forthcoming.”

      “It’s okay. We can still have a good time. We have a lovely bottle of wine and I hear dessert is coming up. What did you make, darling?”

      “I made for you…” Derek grins at me as he opens the fridge—because we both know he didn’t prepare any of tonight’s dishes. “Elderflower panna cotta with grapefruit coulis. Please lend me one of your gorgeous hands to bring these out.”

      Loretta is actually smiling when I return to the dining area and present her with dessert. Maybe Ben does have that effect on her. While Derek is right and I shouldn’t go looking for a second Lois, the woman I might, eventually, fall for will need to be a bit closer in personality to my late wife than Loretta is. At my age, being attractive doesn’t cut it. And maybe I’d like to be swept off my feet one more time in the second part of my life. Lois sure had that effect on me when we met, although I was an impressionable twenty-nine-year-old then, which I’m decidedly not anymore.

      Loretta isn’t the type to stay late and help us polish off another bottle of wine either. After she’s said her polite goodbyes, with a kiss on the cheek so light it barely registered, the three of us go out onto the deck with our generously refilled glasses.

      “No date for me at my sister’s sixtieth birthday party.” I sound a lot more dramatic than I feel. Five years is a long time to get used to going to events alone.

      “The captain’s hard to read,” Ben tries, but I can tell his heart’s not in it anymore.

      “Ida’s preparing a big speech for Leslie,” Derek says. “I’ve heard some snippets. It’s going to be… very Ida.”

      Maybe it’s the wine, but my mind drifts to Avery coming to my sister’s party next Saturday. Over the years, I’ve counseled quite a few of my sister’s clients. If they’re at the party, some will nod at me, others will pretend not to know me. A few may come up to me and tell me all about their lives since we parted ways. But I’ve always kept all relationships strictly professional and thirty years of experience has made the setting of those boundaries second nature. Yet I can’t help but wonder how Avery will react when she spots me at the party.

      “Oh, Ida,” I groan, more to humor Derek than anything else. “Our timing was just wrong.”

      “She could only come out of that closet for Faye Fleming,” Derek says.

      I didn’t know Derek personally when he was Ida Burton’s fake husband. We only became close when he busted out of the closet, leaving Ida with some explaining to do. Even in private, Derek never once hinted at Ida being gay before she was ready to come out herself, which was quite a few years after Derek.

      This all happened less than ten years ago, which makes me think we are still extremely far from being post-queer. But Avery belongs to a younger generation for whom being queer is very different.

      “Still, to be the ham in that sandwich,” I say, very much channeling Lois, because it’s very much something she would have said.

      “As far as I know,” Derek says, “and I know more than most.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Ida and Faye don’t put anything in their sandwiches.”

      “They also don’t eat bread,” Ben deadpans, leaving us in stitches and it feels so good to have a silly giggle with my friends. So much so, that it’s easy to forget all about my failed first foray back into dating.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I check my reflection in the mirror. The invitation said to dress up, so I’m wearing a suit—well, kind of. The top only consists of a very low-cut vest and the red bra I’m wearing underneath is the same color as the high-heeled Manolos I swore I’d never again torture my feet with. But, as Leslie’s latest big signing, I feel like I need to make an impression.

      “I’m going to make you the star you deserve to be,” she said on our first phone call—and she did. So I can hardly waltz into her big birthday party wearing a pair of sneakers, no matter how expensive. And, to be honest, Leslie isn’t the only one I want to impress. Leslie is agent to Hollywood’s biggest stars, Ida Burton and Faye Fleming included. And she’s Dr. Nic’s sister. All the more reason to suffer some pain in my toes, although I can hear Sienna’s voice—parroting Justine, no doubt—in my ear loud and clear.

      “You are Avery Hall. You don’t need high heels. No woman needs footwear designed for the male gaze.”

      I flew back into Los Angeles late last night. I was away for eight days and my body, inevitably, adjusted to the time zones—London, Paris, Berlin, Rome—I flew in and out to endlessly talk about Deadline for Love. Toward the end, I could barely remember which city I was in.

      Even though I could fall asleep standing up, a nervous energy courses through my body. I take one last look at myself, inhale a deep breath, and head to my car.
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      As soon as I set foot inside the huge mansion—one of those private estates built for maximum discretion at parties for the ultra-rich—in the Hollywood Hills, it feels like all eyes are on me.

      Some people I’ve never met call my name. It only takes me a moment to realize this isn’t the sort of event I should have showed up to alone. Not anymore. I’m no longer the invisible soap actor from Echo Bay. I’m one of the hot lesbians from Queer Girl Summer.

      “Avery, hiiii,” Ingrid, Leslie’s first assistant, takes me by the elbow. “Leslie is over the moon that you could make it. She knows you’re just off the plane. How are you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Ingrid grabs two glasses of champagne from a waiter who has suddenly appeared next to us. She gives me one. I hold up my hand.

      “I don’t drink.”

      “That’s right. Sorry, I forgot.” She stands awkwardly with the two full champagne flutes in her hands. “Do you want me to take you to Leslie, or would you rather just work the room a little?”

      Work the room? I thought this was a birthday party and not a networking event, although, I guess, in this town, those two might as well be synonymous.

      “I’ll just wander for a bit.” I smile at Ingrid, who is being very nice to me on what must be a stressful day for her. “Thank you so much.”

      “Of course. Find me if you need anything.” She smiles back, her gaze lingering. Oh. Is this one of those moments Stella was talking about the other day? Is Ingrid flirting with me or am I too tired to adequately assess this situation? She’s probably just doing her job, though. “I’ll send someone over with the alcohol-free selection.”

      The next half hour, I’m swallowed up by group after group of people who act as though they’ve known me forever. I’m profusely complimented on QGS—“If you’re not a shoo-in for the Oscars, the Academy has really lost it,” some gray middle-aged guy says to me—and a woman even commends me on my performance in Echo Bay.

      It’s all a bit much for my jet-lagged brain, but at least I haven’t had to shove any dickheads yet. I shouldn’t, but I smile at the thought. Also because it makes me think of Nic, who explicitly told me I can shove as many misogynists as I want to. I haven’t seen her. She was right. This is a massive party.

      I see Leslie, though. I make my way over to her to give her my best wishes.

      “Ah, my favorite client.” She opens her arms to me, and I step into her embrace.

      “You don’t look a day over thirty-five, Les,” I say, because, from the start, Leslie has encouraged this kind of familiarity.

      “Thank you, darling.” She presses her lips to my cheek. “Good god, look at you.” She winks at me—I soon learned that Leslie really likes to wink. “Let’s get a lunch on the books this week. Ingrid will call you, okay?”

      “That would be great.” I scan her face for any resemblances with her sister. They have the same deep-brown eyes, but Leslie has clearly had more Hollywood beauty treatments than Nic. Her hair is much darker and her face much sterner because of all that Botox.

      Everyone wants a piece of Leslie today, of course. Oh my god, that’s Sadie Ireland heading toward her right now, her hot wife—again, Sienna’s voice in my ear, saying that I can’t refer to a woman like that because of the patriarchy—in tow. I grew up watching King & Prince on our shitty little TV and if I ever thought I might be heterosexual, Sadie Ireland in her tight leather jackets killed that thought instantly. I huff out some air. I’ve come a long way from watching King & Prince in our perpetually hot single-wide—a very long fucking way.

      I’m looking at Sadie Ireland, who left King & Prince years ago, in the flesh. Back in the day, when I watched it with my mom, Sadie was married to her male co-star. And look at her now. I wouldn’t mind playing opposite her someday. Maybe in a scorching age-gap—oh, fuck. There she is at last. Dr. Nic Forbes in all her glory.

      I only see her from the side, but I know it’s her. She’s wearing a glittery dress with a thigh-high slit, showing off her gorgeous legs. And she’s talking to Ida Fucking Burton.

      I am light-years away from the trailer park, indeed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, fuck, I’m so sorry, Nic.” Ida looks past me. “I just spotted Avery Hall.”

      “She’s had a massive crush on her since Queer Girl Summer came out.” Faye may roll her eyes, but her voice is full of mischief.

      Ida and Faye’s banter is just background noise as I turn around. I look straight into Avery’s face. I try not to smile, but the corners of my mouth seem to have a life of their own. It’s completely wrong to think of a client this way, but she looks smoking hot. To the point of smoldering⁠—

      “Excuse us.” Ida and Faye barrel past me as they walk over to Avery.

      “Hm,” Derek hums in my ear. “It looks like Faye and Ida may enjoy something in their sandwich, after all.” He puts a hand in the small of my back. “Let’s go meet the toast of the town.”

      My heart hammering in my chest, we take the few steps that separate us from the group of three that Avery, Ida, and Faye have formed.

      Pull it together, Nic. For crying out loud.

      “I’ve seen it at least five times,” I hear Ida say.

      “And that’s a gross understatement,” Faye says.

      “Honestly,” Ida, who I’ve never seen like this, says, “you are sensational.”

      “Nu-huh.” Avery’s smile is wide and gregarious. “You’re Ida fucking Burton and I worship at your goddamned feet.”

      Oh, no. As Avery shoots the breeze with Faye and Ida as though it’s all she’s ever done in her life—with the kind of charm that’s both dazzling and easy—I know I’m in trouble. Even more so because I can’t keep my eyes off her.

      “Excuse us, ladies,” Derek butts in. “Is there room for a gay man in this conversation?”

      “There’s always room for a gay man in any conversation,” Avery says.

      Ida introduces Derek to Avery. While Derek looks around for Ben, Ida turns to me and says, “This is our good friend Nic.”

      For a split second, I have no idea how Avery will react.

      “I know Nic,” Avery’s voice is as smooth as glass. “She’s my shrink.” Her smile is blinding as she fixes her gaze on me. “Hey. There you are.”

      “Hi.” Unlike Ida, Faye, and Derek, I can’t get chummy with Avery. “Good to see you.” My voice sounds as though it doesn’t belong to me.

      Luckily, Ben joins our group and, despite being a mere civilian among Hollywood stars, he has a way of sucking all the attention to him.

      “I’m going to get some air,” I whisper to Derek. He seems just as enthralled with Avery as Ida and Faye are. And I totally get it—all too well.

      On my way out, I grab another glass of champagne. On the patio, I’m accosted by a few of Leslie’s friends I haven’t seen in ages, and we talk, and reminisce, and drink more champagne but, all the while, I’m much too aware of the magnificent star power of one particular person at this party.
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      I’ve finally found a moment to catch my breath, to process what I felt when I saw Avery—and to start hatching a plan of action. I crash into a lounge chair in the far corner of the garden, beyond the shimmering blue of the swimming pool. I drain my glass of champagne. I’ve lost count of how many I’ve had—surely too many. But it’s my sister’s birthday. And I don’t know where my head is at. But I will need to get my bearings soon. If not, I’ll have to fire myself as Avery’s therapist. There’s simply no other way about it.

      “I may need an extra session this week, Doc.”

      There goes my heart again at the sound of her voice. Without asking, she pulls up a chair.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, trying to sound professional.

      “It’s a bit weird seeing you here, but, well, I know how it looks. When I’m in there and Ida Fucking Burton is all over me… you know that I’m just one of those people with first-world problems.”

      “That is not what I saw, Avery.”

      “What did you see?” She rests her elbows on her knees and that skimpy vest she’s wearing scoots down, leaving very little to the imagination.

      “A hot movie star.” Come on, Nic.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I’ve known Ida for a long time and I’ve never seen her like that.” I try to pull myself together, but all that champagne is not helping.

      “It’s the whole queer movie thing. Some people go a bit cray-cray over it.”

      “It’s a next-level queer movie. I mean, if you compare it to the tameness of Ida and Faye’s movie —”

      “Still, A New Day was revolutionary,” Avery says.

      “Absolutely.” I need to get up and walk away from this situation, but my legs are unwilling to cooperate.

      Avery tilts her head. “How many times exactly have you seen Queer Girl Summer?”

      “I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that it may incriminate me,” I blurt out. “I’m sorry.” I bring my hand to my mouth. “I shouldn’t have said that.” I try to, at least, straighten my posture. “We shouldn’t be talking like this, Avery. It’s my bad because it’s my responsibility as your therapist.”

      “I don’t mind.” Avery locks her gaze on me.

      “That’s not the point.” Why am I still in this chair? And why am I acting like this? There are at least two of my other current clients here and so many former ones, I can’t even begin to count them. I’ve barely registered their presence, yet I can’t tear myself away from this particular client. Is it her star power? How she holds herself with an amount of—frankly, rather intoxicating—confidence I wasn’t expecting? I’ve been working with celebrities for the better part of my life and now, at age fifty-four, I’m going to let this actor, who is so much younger than me, get to me? I don’t think so.

      “I like talking to you.” Avery leans closer toward me. “More than I like talking to Ida Burton.”

      “We’ll talk in my office on Wednesday,” I manage to say as I push myself out of the chair—although we might very well never talk again, but that’s not something to discuss right now.

      “I look forward to it, Doc,” I hear her say as I walk away, my feet unsteady, and my heart—dangerously—only wanting to return.

      Clients have tried to flirt with me before—it’s basically a given in my profession—but I’ve never been receptive. I’ve never felt anything remotely like what I’m feeling right now. If I could, I’d flee, get as far away from Avery Hall as possible, but I can’t leave my own sister’s party.

      “Hey, girl.” Derek curls his arm around my shoulders. “There you are.” He slides his arm off me and examines my face. “What’s going on? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Oh, Dez. I think I’m in trouble,” I say.

      “Tell me all about it.”

      “I can’t. It’s impossible.” Jesus. Do I even hear myself?

      “Right,” Derek says. “It’s like that.” He waves at the dozens of waiters milling about and snatches two glasses of champagne off a tray. “Then we know what to do.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I really will need an extra session next week. I enjoyed Ida Burton’s fawning over me—because she’s Ida Burton and she can do whatever she wants—but this shit is getting out of hand. Everywhere I turn, someone has something glowing to say and, this being Hollywood, it can never just be ‘you were great in that movie’. It has to be stuffed to the brim with superlatives like phenomenal and incredible and out of this world. What does ‘out of this world’ even fucking mean? And it was just a movie. I so wish I could lap it all up, bask in it, but there’s something about all this exaggerated praise that doesn’t sit right with me.

      I wish Sienna and Stella were here so they could form a shield around me as they did when we were promoting QGS. Although, undoubtedly, they would be on my case about it. Or send me to my shrink who, ironically, is standing about four feet away, but who I can’t talk to.

      Obviously, that makes complete sense. Nic is not my friend—she’s my therapist. But look at her. Even with Ida Burton, Faye Fleming, and Sadie Ireland in the room, I think she’s the most beautiful person here.

      I try to focus on the conversation I’m having with a producer. I try to nod when I think it’s required and huff out a ‘yeah’ when I think it’s needed, but I can’t, for the fucking life of me, tear my gaze away from Nic. Even more so because earlier, in the garden, when it was just the two of us, and I ever so gently turned my flirt up, she didn’t immediately shut me down. And I have eyes in my head. I’ve seen her look at me. Something tells me she doesn’t look at her other clients like that.

      I think Dr. Nic likes me. And I very much like her.

      The problem is that I can’t do anything about it. I’ve totally forgotten about not wanting to be ‘that’ cliché. I have the hots for my therapist. But, in my case, it’s not just because she’s my therapist. At least I like to make myself believe that.

      The room is silenced for Ida’s speech. Leslie’s been her agent forever. In between the obligatory flattery, Ida is engaging—she always is—and funny. Leslie, with an unexpected crack in her voice, addresses us all to express her immense gratitude. It’s a bit disconcerting to see someone who’s usually all business get emotional like that, but it’s also beautiful to see this different side to her.

      Leslie is someone with the power to make or break a career. She made mine. She’s the reason I’m here. She saw something in me long before anyone else did.  And, well, she pulled strings with her sister to take me on as her client.

      After the speeches, the crowd disperses. Some guests make an exit and I consider doing the same, but then, coincidentally, I end up in a group next to Nic and her gay friends I was introduced to earlier. The younger of the two keeps eyeing me, while Nic and Ida’s former beard Derek, who seems to be very chummy with Nic, have their backs to me—whether willingly or not, I will never know.

      The next time my glance skitters over—I can’t seem to get enough of Nic’s glossy legs—Ben beckons me over. Fuck it. I’m not the one making a move here. With all the swagger I have in me, I head toward Nic and her friends.

      “I literally can’t take my eyes off you, girl,” Ben says. “You are so effing gorgeous.”

      “Oh, come on. Are you for real with that shit?” I say, even though I don’t really mind when someone like Ben says it—it’s different when a gay man pays you a compliment about your looks.

      Ben giggles. “Deadly serious.” He eyes my glass of water—of all the fancy non-alcoholic options, good old water’s still my favorite. “Is that water?” He points at Nic and Derek. “Those two could use some of that. They’re knocking back the champagne as though Leslie has confiscated the last bottles on the planet especially for this party, and we’ll be all out forever come tomorrow.”

      “I don’t drink alcohol.” I take a good look at Nic. You can’t really tell she’s tipsy except, perhaps, for how she looks back at me.

      “Ah, a sober millennial,” Ben says. “Totally on trend and it’s probably why you look so impossibly radiant.”

      Nic stares at me as though she fully agrees with what Ben just said.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Ingrid making her way straight toward us through the throngs of people. I hope she hasn’t come for more flirting. I couldn’t possibly do that in front of Nic.

      She just gives us a tired smile and addresses Ben and Derek. “Leslie has requested the pleasure of your exquisite company.” Ingrid’s voice is suddenly full of glee.

      “She’s queen for the day,” Ben says. “And we must obey our queen.”

      Derek touches his hand to Nic’s elbow. “Are you okay, darling?”

      Nic nods. “Of course.”

      “Don’t go anywhere, you.” Ben points at me before turning away and following Ingrid.

      “Are you really all right, Nic?” I have to ask.

      “I am…” She shrugs. “Ben’s right. I’ve had too much to drink. My sister—” She doesn’t finish her sentence, but just shakes her head, as though her state of inebriation is all Leslie’s fault.

      “Here.” I hand her my half-full glass of water. “Start with this.” Her finger lingers on mine as she briefly rests her gaze on me. “Let’s find you a place to sit,” I say, my voice suddenly wobbly.

      “Avery, um…” It’s as though her finger is glued to mine. I never want her to take it away.

      “Should I drive you home? Make sure you’re okay?”

      Nic’s eyes grow wide. “You can’t drive me home.”

      “Of course, I can. I have a car. I’m an excellent driver, and I’ve only drunk water.”

      “You know what I mean.” Abruptly, she lifts the glass to her lips and my hand free-falls through the air.

      “I do, Nic, but it’s okay. It’s just a lift home. That’s really all it is. I’m not befriending you. I’m just being courteous.”

      Nic shakes her head. “I can’t possibly accept your ride. I might be tipsy, but I’m not that far gone.” She drains the last of my water.

      “Sure.” I take the empty glass from her, hoping for another impromptu touch of our fingers, but all I feel is cold, hard glass. “Let me at least make sure you’re sitting comfortably.”

      “As you wish.” Nic chuckles.

      “Can I?” I ask before I touch her elbow.

      She gives me the smallest of nods. As we walk toward a couple of empty chairs on the edge of the patio, I let my hand slide down until my fingers curl around her wrist. A bolt of pure electricity courses through me.

      As we reach the chairs, Nic seems slightly out of breath, as though we ran here instead of cautiously strolling over. I see how she slowly swallows something out of her throat.

      “Maybe you should take me home,” Nic says.

      “Okay.” It would be my utmost fucking pleasure, I think, my mind whirring and my heart doing somersaults in my chest, as I guide us toward the valet station.
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          Nic

        

      

    

    
      I shouldn’t be in this car. I shouldn’t have let her touch my elbow. I should have walked away as soon as Avery joined the guys and me. I could blame Ben, but he doesn’t know that Avery’s my client. He was—simply and very understandably—just as enthralled with Avery as everyone else was. But he’s not in this snazzy electric Porsche with her.

      At least she’s not like Lois when it comes to driving. She’s focused on traffic and in full command of her vehicle. I text Leslie and Derek to let them know I’ve left, profusely apologizing for not saying goodbye, and assuring them I will make it up to them very soon.

      Avery glances sideways at me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” It’s hard not to stare at her toned upper arms as she drives. Being behind the wheel takes away some of her glam but—deliciously—replaces it with some sort of androgynous charm that’s making me lose my mind even more. Because I have lost my mind. Even though nothing has happened, being in this car could cost me everything.

      She pushes a button on the dashboard and music starts to play at a low volume.

      “It’s hardly out of my way to take you home. I live in Silver Lake,” Avery says.

      In order for Avery to take me home, I had to give her my address. There’s no question that crosses a line. But either I spend this drive thinking of all the ways this is wrong or I spend it enjoying how she makes me feel. How, when our fingers touched earlier, I felt more alive than I’ve done in the past five years. As though, with a tiny, simple touch, she pulled me from years of mourning. Because it’s all well and good to decide to start dating again, but when you don’t feel it—when you’re not ready—there really isn’t much point. But Avery makes me feel like I’m ready. She shouldn’t, but… That about sums it up. It’s why I’m here. It’s why I changed my mind. As long as I don’t let her into my house, everything will be okay. Yeah right.

      The drive from the Hills to my house isn’t that far and there’s not that much traffic on a Sunday. Before I know it—before I’ve had a chance to properly enjoy it and, perhaps, let sink in what’s happening—Avery pulls up in front of my house.

      “At your service,” Avery says. “Do you need help getting out?”

      “I think I’ll manage,” I say, but something’s stopping me from getting out of her car. I look at her. “Thank you so much. You really didn’t have to do that.”

      “I wanted to.” Her smile is a little devilish and her eyes are blazing all kinds of mischief.

      “Do you want to come in?” It’s as though I’ve lost complete command of what I say and do.

      “Is that allowed?” she has the audacity to ask.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Then yes, please.”

      Is it because everyone went gaga for her at my sister’s party and I’m the one she took home? Is it because I’ve watched Queer Girl Summer too often—and not just for its captivating storyline? Is it because she’s so gorgeous? It can and can’t be any of those things. It’s both possible and impossible at the same time. But I still find myself inviting her into my house, pouring her a glass of water, and standing, with my breath taken away, across from her in my kitchen.

      “Being shrink to the stars pays well, huh?” It’s also this, I conclude. The way she talks as though she couldn’t give a fuck about how it makes her look and how it sounds. “Nice place, Doc.”

      I drain my glass and put it down. All I will allow myself to do is take one step toward her—as though that can somehow exonerate me of this dangerous game I’m playing. I take the step.

      Avery disposes of her glass and bridges the distance between us—of course, she does. She touches her fingers against my hand, curls her pinkie around mine, and I swear that the part of my heart that has refused to beat since Lois’s fatal accident springs back to effervescent, glorious life. It’s the tiniest of touches, but it moves a mountain inside of me.

      Avery gazes into my eyes. Her breath is a little ragged—as uncontrolled as mine. Even though it could destroy everything I’ve built over the past thirty years, I want nothing more than for her to kiss me. I want this feeling to last. It’s reckless and unethical and unbelievably stupid in every way possible, yet, to me, in this moment, with Avery’s fingers curled around mine, and the promise of a life-changing kiss thick in the air, it also makes perfect sense.

      Two things can be true at once, is a wisdom I like to impart on my clients. And it couldn’t be more the case right now. I should, at the very least, ask for her consent, but this situation doesn’t feel like a power imbalance to me—and if it did, the power is surely not in my hands. Because I feel utterly powerless. Otherwise, I’d stop this in a heartbeat.

      “Nic,” Avery whispers as she angles her face toward me. “Can I kiss you?”

      The kiss will be the point of no return. I’ve already broken most rules, but as soon as I let her kiss me, I will have failed at something I’ve always excelled at. But, as has been the case all afternoon—as soon as I spotted her at the party and my knees went a little weak—I do what I’m completely forbidden to do. I nod.

      “Can you say it?” Avery says, while her grip on my hand intensifies.

      “Yes,” I breathe. “God, yes.”

      Her grin is a little smug and therefore even more sexy. She is completely unraveling me and I’m enjoying every second of it.

      She leans in, then pauses as her fingers trace up my arm. She brings both her hands to my face and skates her fingers lightly along my cheeks. I place a hand on her side and the other on the back of a chair because I need all the support I can get.

      She touches her lips to mine and, in the blink of an eye, I know I’m lost. I know that Avery Hall—toast of the town, as Derek called her—has me in a position I should never be in, yet it’s the only position I want to be in. I want her. Not just this kiss, which tears through me like a zipper being opened and unleashes all the emotions I’ve kept bottled up for way too long. I want all of her.

      Her tongue slips into my mouth, and the dance that follows is so tender, so gentle, so everything I’ve missed, that I feel tears prick behind my eyes. This may not be allowed, but it’s exactly what I need.

      Her hands slide to the back of my neck and she pulls me closer, the kiss grows deeper—into something else. Into foreplay.

      When we come up for air and I look at her, every ounce of smugness is wiped off Avery’s face. This is not nothing for her, either. Although I may think that—or wish it—I will never know. Maybe I’m just a notch on her belt—an extra special one because I’m her therapist and this is strictly forbidden. But I don’t think she’s like that.

      This is where it gets tricky, because I’m not supposed to know this. I’m not supposed to know how vulnerable she is underneath the bravado of all her swearing and that dazzling charm she wears like a second skin. I’m not supposed to know that she often doesn’t feel worthy enough—at least not because of the very reason I do know.

      And while it may be wrong on so many levels, every cell in my body screams it’s right because I want her. Maybe I can forget the consequences for just one night—I’m perfectly willing to. For this feeling of being freed from underneath the glass dome I didn’t even know I’d been living under—like a fish doesn’t know what water is. It’s worth it, for me. But I do need to check in with her because I may plead a temporary loss of my senses, I still need to make sure I’m not doing her any harm.

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask, my heart nearly pounding out of my chest.

      “I could not possibly be more sure,” Avery says, her face the most serious I’ve seen it so far. “I want you so much, Nic.” She leans in again, and her lips find my ear. “I want to make you come,” she whispers.

      The very last thread that was holding me together disintegrates there and then. The last woman who made me come was Lois. Now, I’m about to invite this hot movie star into the bed I shared with my wife. It’s a bit of a mindfuck but, again, it’s easy. It’s natural. When I take her hand and lead her up the stairs, I only feel the wild throb of my clit between my legs. I don’t feel like a bad person—yet.
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      “You are so fucking gorgeous,” Avery says when we’re in my bedroom and she’s zipping down my dress. “All afternoon, I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”

      It’s been so long since someone has called me beautiful with such utter conviction in their voice. My insides are on fire while the entire expanse of my skin is a field of goosebumps.

      At last, it’s my turn, and I can take that vest off her. It sure did the trick, because I couldn’t keep my eyes off her either—neither could anyone else. But Avery’s not a prize to me, as she might be to some in this town. She’s someone who touches something deep inside of me—something untouched for far too long. This is by no means just sex. I know because I would be able to easily resist that. It’s the very reason why I haven’t had sex with anyone since Lois. I wasn’t interested, but I am now. My entire body’s buzzing with anticipation. I’ve seen Avery naked from the waist up—if I’m completely honest, and there’s no more need to fool myself now, it’s probably the biggest reason why I’ve seen her movie so many times—but real life is so much more exciting than a screen.

      I peel the vest off her and that red bra takes whatever’s left of my breath away. She kisses me and I kiss her back with all I have in me, my tongue full of longing and my lips only wanting more. But she’s in charge. Like she’s about to make her promise from before come true. Or maybe I need it to feel like this in order to go through with this, to fully surrender to her—it needs to feel like a kind of capitulation.

      Of my common sense, but also of the walls I’ve built around my heart. To have the woman you love most in the world ripped from your life in an instant, to get that call, to go through that kind of unexpected, unimaginable grief, will do that to you. But also, to have all those years as a psychologist under my belt and be utterly unable to heal myself… until today. Maybe it’s just another way of rationalizing it for myself, but Avery’s touch is healing. Transforming. She’s not here because she’s my client—that’s just the unfortunate fact of how we met.

      Her hands travel up my back, to the clasp of my bra, which she unlocks with practiced ease. She leans back and studies my face as she lowers my bra. Until her gaze is pulled downward. To have the body with the most wear and tear is a new sensation to me, but I know what it’s like to fall for an older woman and it stops me comparing myself to her. Because it’s not about the bounciness of our breasts or the smoothness of our skin. That’s not why Avery’s gaze is glued to my chest. It’s because we can’t possibly stop this. Because we, somehow, need this—each for different reasons, I’m sure.

      She lets out a small, exhilarating gasp before reaching for my breasts. She cups them in her hands and looks me in the eye and with the same irresistible confidence she responded to Ida Burton earlier, she says, “I’m going to make you come so hard, Nic.”

      I easily believe her, because there is no reason whatsoever to doubt her. I may be fifty-four, but my clit thumps with the hard and unapologetic rhythm of need. And I have plenty of lube.

      I swallow hard at her words, at her brazen promise, at how she looks at me as though she wants to devour every last ounce of me. As though she won’t rest until she has conquered every inch of my skin. But she’s already got me. Because I’m here—we’re here. Beyond reason, perhaps, but sometimes, it’s the only place you have left to go.

      I unhook her bra and stare at her breasts. Not because they’re perfect—although they might as well be—but because this level of attraction has become entirely foreign to me. I hardly still feel like myself—like the Nic of the past five years. This level of desire for another woman throws me but it also lights me up.

      “Oh, fuck,” I murmur. Then, it’s all a blur. Lust takes over, and we fall onto the bed, somehow losing the rest of our clothes—underwear included—and Avery’s knee is between my legs.

      She kisses me everywhere, and her kiss is utterly addictive. When her lips skate along my neck, every cell in my body responds. When she sucks my nipple into her mouth, a loud, lion-like groan escapes me. But when she stops kissing me, sits astride me, looks me straight in the eye and grabs both my wrists to pin them above my head, I lose every last sense of decorum. Of who I am outside this bedroom with her.

      “Don’t move.” It’s only a whisper, but not a command that can be ignored.

      She scrambles off the bed and quickly returns with her blood-red bra. She uses it to tie both my wrists to the bedpost. She does not ask if this is okay and, frankly, that’s the biggest turn-on of all. Perhaps I should have known she’d be a massive top, but I’m fresh out of experience with that.

      Her gaze locks onto mine, and she maneuvers so she’s lying next to me. Her hands have free rein over my exposed body.

      Lightly, she circles a fingertip over my nipples. Her hands drift down, and her fingers are featherlight as I spread for her. She barely touches me, but I feel it everywhere.

      “What do you like?” she asks, then just grins and, instead of letting me reply, kisses me on the lips, while her fingertip edges along my clit. “Don’t tell me,” she says, after that kiss. “I like to find out for myself.”

      I’m completely speechless now. Because I could not have predicted this. When I got into her car, I could not foresee being tied to my bedpost with that intoxicating red bra that was peeking out from underneath her vest, my body ready to explode at her next touch.

      She slides her hand up my belly, in between my breasts, along the sensitive skin of my neck. Then she brings two fingers to my lips, lightly drags them along, until I open my mouth for her. Her fingers slide in and I wet them for her—and for me.

      With her body pressed so close to mine, I can feel her breath is shallow and unsteady. She’s enjoying this as much as I am.

      She brings her moist fingers between my legs and circles my clit again, but with much more intent this time around. The kind of intent that makes me squirm against the restraint of my wrists.

      All the while, her gaze does not leave my face and her watching me like that has the same effect as her wet fingers on my clit. God, how I want those fingers inside me. How I want to tell her about the lube in the nightstand’s drawer. How I want her tongue to do what her fingers are doing now. But I’m still speechless and this is Avery’s show. This is how she wants it and I’m more than willing to give that to her.

      Either way, if she keeps doing this, keeps egging me on with her gaze while her finger is insistent like that, I might just come already. My middle-aged body has some life left in it yet—more than some. Then, she brings her hand to her own mouth and dribbles saliva onto it. Before my brain can catch up, her fingers are back between my legs, claiming entrance. I have no idea how wet I am but in this moment, I have to trust her. That’s what’s implied when someone ties you to a bedpost.

      I feel only all-encompassing pleasure as her fingers slip inside me. She’s gentle, probing, and very careful.

      “Oh, Jesus,” she mutters. “Oh, Nic,” she groans, as though it’s my fingers inside of her. But I suppose fucking your therapist like this can be a huge turn-on.

      Her fingers are hot and nimble inside me. She lowers her head to mine and kisses me on the lips, her tongue only slipping into my mouth briefly, before making a quick path down. Her fingers keep driving inside me as she somehow positions herself between my legs and the next thing I know my clit is in her mouth and her fingers are high inside me and my undoing is complete.

      I come as hard as she predicted earlier. Harder than I ever dreamed possible. Much harder than I’m supposed to—because nothing is less allowed in my life than this.
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      As gently as possible with a body so hyped-up on everything that’s sexy and impossibly arousing, I slide my fingers out of Nic. She clasped so forcefully around me—she came so fucking hard—that I know to treat this moment as special. This is no time for smugness or anything of the sort. Because it’s crystal clear that Nic gave something to me that goes far beyond this climax. Quickly, I untie her wrists and rub my thumb along them, before gluing myself to her side, folding an arm around her warm belly.

      “I need a moment,” she says, her voice barely there.

      “Take all the time you need,” I whisper in her ear, then press a light kiss just beneath it.

      We lie in silence for a few minutes as her body calms down, her breathing slows, and Nic finds the energy to turn toward me.

      “There’s a lot to say,” she says, “but I’m choosing not to say it. For obvious reasons.”

      “Okay.” I’m ambivalent about this, too. I’m aware of what I’ve already lost—my therapist. I don’t know all the rules, but surely she can’t keep seeing me as a client after this. But, perhaps, we can see each other in a different capacity.

      And how thrilling was it to tie her wrists up like that? The entire afternoon was one big thrill. When I slid my hand down her arm at the party, I had no idea I would, ultimately, end up here. I wanted to—oh, how I wanted to—but I didn’t know if she did. I know now.

      I’ve sucked her nipple into my mouth as well as her clit. I’ve had my fingers deep inside her. I made her come until every last muscle in her body shook with pleasure and, perhaps, disbelief.

      “I want to make you come, too,” Nic says and my clit stands to full attention.

      “You don’t have to,” I reply. What? Why did I say that?

      She arches her eyebrows. “You don’t want me to?”

      “I, um—” What the actual fuck? Maybe this is why you should never sleep with your therapist. Your subconscious can get really confused. “I do.”

      “Are you sure?” She gazes deep into my eyes, as though needing to find confirmation in how I’m looking at her as well. As though my words aren’t enough. “I know this is a mindfuck.”

      “It’s not about that,” I admit. “I’m just not always… very good at receiving.”

      “Is that why you’re such a top?” Before this can turn into the most inappropriate therapy session ever, Nic shoots me a devilish grin.

      “Probably.” She’s so utterly beautiful. I can hardly believe I’m here—that this is happening.

      “You must be turned on.” Nic’s voice has dropped into a lower, even sexier register. “What with having just fucked your shrink like that.”

      “Fuck yeah.” Never before has feeling vulnerable been so exhilarating.

      Her gaze locked on mine, she runs her fingertips along my side. She’s right. I’m turned on beyond the point where I get into my head, into that place where, for some reason, I believe I’m not even worthy of a goddamn orgasm.

      Nic’s hand finds my breast. She cups it before skating her fingertip along my nipple. She pushes herself closer, trapping her hand between our bodies, and kisses me. Her lips are so soft, her tongue so warm and utterly moreish, I groan into her mouth. I can only hope it counts as a massive ‘yes, please, fuck me now’.

      It must. Because she rolls on top of me, her knee sliding between my legs. I surrender to her—easily. Because I trust her. I hardly know anything about her, but I don’t need to, because she knows plenty about me. Because of all the things I’ve already told her, but also the things I’ve not yet been able to put into words but have expressed in other ways. By refusing to say them, even. Or through inadvertent body language. Nic reads people for a living and, now, she’s reading my body and, again, between the lines. I can only conclude that sleeping with your shrink is the best and the worst idea all in one. Right now, however, it’s definitely the best.

      When her knee touches my clit, I push myself against her. She kisses me, and her hands are everywhere and, fuck it, I decide here and now that I am good at this. Sure, tying someone up without warning—that mix of surprise, glee and, usually, magnified lust in their glance—is the biggest thrill of all, but the way Nic is all over me is quickly turning into a close second. Because it’s her—of course. This isn’t love. That would be impossible. But it must be the next best thing, although I’m not sure what that is. And I’m by no means an expert on love either.

      But this was easy. All I had to do, really, was slide my hand down her arm and curl my fingers around her wrist. Her response is this. She’s most likely fucking up a huge part of her life by doing this and my only conclusion is that she must really want this—want me. And, come to think of it, that is the biggest thrill of all.

      “Can I fuck you?” she breathes into my ear.

      “Yeah,” I huff out.

      “Lick you?”

      By that point, I can only nod, because her questions have the same effect as a thousand kisses in the most sensitive spot.

      She kisses her way down, her hair tickling along my belly, and I want her so much that something happens to me that has, as far as I can remember, never happened before. That pesky little voice in my head—the one always accusing me of not being good enough at something or other—shuts off. It goes mute. It’s gone. I’m just my body being worshipped by Dr. Nic Forbes. She’s between my legs, kissing the inside of my thighs. Her lips draw closer to my throbbing clit, only to retreat again. Her fingers seem to be everywhere at once, except the one spot where I really want them.

      I bury my hands in her hair. I push myself toward her, my body aching for all of her, for all she’s willing to give. But she makes me wait—probably her way of topping me, no accessories required.

      I want her tongue on my clit but I also want this moment—this precious short time just before I explode—to last forever. Because, deep inside, I already know it’s never going to be better than this—than the first time with my therapist.

      “Aaah.” My moan reverberates through Nic’s bedroom as her tongue swipes along my clit. Oh fucking fuck. She’s actually licking me. She’s actually doing it. And it’s too much. It’s quite simply too much for my body as well as my brain. Because I might have clocked her as a hot cougar from the first moment I met her, but I could never have imagined this. When her fingers demand entrance, I come loud and hard before they’ve even fully slipped inside me. My clit thumps wildly against her tongue as all of me surrenders to Dr. Nic. As I become someone so eager to receive, it scares me not a small amount.
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      “Are you okay?” Nic asks as she shuffles upward. “Hey.” Even though she’s barely been inside me, I smell myself on the hand she brings to my cheek. She smiles and it undoes something in me.

      “Fuck,” is all I say.

      Nic chuckles in response. She sidles up to me, her body warm like the most comforting blanket, and curls an arm tightly around me.

      I’m torn between doing what we just did all over again and just lying here for a while, in her arms, processing and recovering—because it feels like I need to recover from something. I’m torn because if I don’t do something, it might all just be over. She might kick me out and I very well might never see her again. But my body is so satiated, so lazy from that climax, my arms feel like lead, and I just want to lie here with her like this forever. So I do, even though forever can only last for a short while.

      “I don’t want to move my arm,” Nic says, after what might be two minutes, fifteen, or a hundred—I have no idea. “But I also really need to drink some water. Sorry about that.”

      “Are you hungover already?” I swiftly decide that joking myself through the aftermath is the best way forward. At least I will have had a laugh.

      Nic removes her arm and I’m instantly cold. I fumble with the sheets until I’m covered. She turns toward the nightstand and drinks from a glass of water that must always be there.

      “Do you want some?” She hands me the glass.

      “Sure.” I take the glass from her and my mind is cast back to the water I gave her at the party—when our fingers touched and my entire body responded. “You did knock back that champagne with gusto.” I give her back the glass.

      “I know.” Nic nods. “I shouldn’t have done that, but…”

      “But?”

      She nods at me as though I poured every drop down her throat personally.

      “What? It’s my fault?” I can’t suppress a grin.

      “No, but yes.” She shakes her head. “I was starstruck and I wasn’t the only one.”

      “For real?” She must be kidding.

      “I don’t know how else to explain… what I did.” Nic deposits the glass on the nightstand and slides under the covers with me.

      “Ida Burton, Faye Fleming, and Sadie Ireland were there.”

      “I’ve known Ida forever,” Nic says, as if it explains everything. “You have something… special.” She rolls her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m saying trite stuff like this.”

      “Since when have you, um, felt like that?” I ask. Because I can ask this question now.

      “If I’m honest, probably for a while, but I only became fully aware of it this afternoon, at the party. It just hit me. Made me weak at the knees. Very weak.”

      “I can take the blame if you need me to.”

      “This is very complicated.” Under the sheets, her hand finds mine. Our fingers intertwine. “I’m just giving myself a short period of grace where I don’t have to think about the consequences yet.”

      I wish I could say something trite right now, but it would most likely also be untrue—and what’s the point of that?

      “Okay.” I scoot toward her. “I’m fully available and ready to go again if you need me to take your mind off things.” Gently, I kiss her smiling lips, then hover over her ear. “Do you have a strap I can use?”

      Nic’s body shakes with laughter. “You really are too much, Avery.”

      “I am,” I say. “I’m very aware.” It’s why I’m in therapy.
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      Instead of asking Avery to leave—to preserve the last of my sanity—I dig a dusty strap-on out of a drawer somewhere. As soon as she clasps eyes on it, Avery shakes her head and declares it unusable. But now the idea of her fucking me with one is lodged in my head.

      “Not a problem, Doc,” she says, all irresistible sexy bravado again. “I’m equally good with these.” All she has to do is wiggle her fingers about—ostentatiously, even bordering on lewd—and my clit starts throbbing again.

      It’s unfair to say I’m under her spell. It’s more honest to admit that I’ve let myself fall under her spell. And mesmerizing, she most certainly is.

      The confidence she displayed at the party floored me and, truth be told—despite how shallow it is—she looked ravishing. Not just because of that tantalizingly low-cut vest, but because of those sculpted cheekbones, her rich, sleek mane of blond hair, and, most of all, her dark, intense gaze that, every single time it landed on me—which it did often—seemed to ask something of me.

      It would be equally unfair to claim I didn’t stand a chance, because I’m a grown woman, with plenty of experience in life and love. Someone very able to make an informed choice—yet the choice I made was anything but. I could blame the booze, because I did have too much champagne, but that’s not nearly enough of a defense either. The simple truth is that I have no defense for what I’ve done, but, also, that I would do it again in a heartbeat.

      So, of course, I let her push me down again in my bed. I let her kiss me and I enjoy every single second of it because it still feels like when I first spotted her at the party, all brazen self-assuredness, and I knew I was in deep trouble. So I easily fight off any incoming sense of reality. I extend my period of grace long into the night—long after I should have come to my senses.

      Avery’s fingers inside me make me forget who I am. Her dominating nature between the sheets makes me want her again and again. Her kiss lights me up but, most of all, her focus on me, makes it so I’m utterly unable to get enough of her. That she—Avery Hall—wants to be here—wants to do this with me. That this makes it an ego thing for me is also crystal clear. Maybe I can blame all of this on a midlife crisis I never saw coming. I believed I’d neatly folded my middle-aged existential dread into my grief for Lois—for convenience’s sake. Although I should be the first to know it really doesn’t work that way. Grief is complex and haunting and long, but it’s yet another reason why I’ve let Avery take me home. Because she made me sparkle again—dizzy with desire and a lust I shouldn’t feel, but, oh, I am.

      There goes her tongue again, skating along my clit and all I can think is how was I ever supposed to not let myself feel this—to not give myself this exquisite gift? This slow burn inside my flesh that quickly turns into a wildfire at Avery’s hands. This delicious tension in my muscles. The ache for relief but also wanting this to last forever. The unstoppable rhythm of lust pulsing through me. And then, at last, the biggest pleasure splitting through me. The gallop in my heart. The tremble in my limbs. This aliveness that has come over me without warning, but that claims every last piece of me.

      It’s as though, in one afternoon, Avery has made me remember so many things I’d forgotten. Sex, for one. To have another woman’s hands all over me. The unbridled joy of an orgasm—and another, and another. The blissful, intoxicating coming-together with another person. To simply lie in bed with her by my side. To have another person’s arm wrapped around me. The addictive warmth of another human being next to me.

      So, of course I let her stay as long as she wants to. As long as the darkness of night can cover up what might be the biggest sin of my life.
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      But morning also comes—inevitably, with its stark light of reprimand and accusation. I was expecting a throbbing hangover, but all I get is guilt. It hurts just the same.

      Look at her. Avery is still asleep. She looks equally gorgeous when asleep—without her endless swearing and how she holds herself in a manner that I simply can’t look away from.

      My gaze lands on her perfect breasts and I’m swamped with lust but, this time, I don’t give in. I can no longer give in. Dawn has erased every possible excuse I can come up with for the biggest transgression a therapist can make. I slept with my client. It might have been earth-shattering, yet that will never make it okay. Nothing about this situation is okay.

      I cast one final, longing glance at her, then push myself out of the bed. I hurry into the shower, where I turn the water hotter and hotter as if I can scald my mistakes off me. But I can’t. I lean my forehead against the marble wall and take a breath. Although by no means easy, breaking off the client relationship with Avery is at least straightforward. After that, I’m unclear on how to proceed. Do I report myself? How will that affect my other clients? Can I even keep practicing?

      “Morning.” The shower door opens and Avery walks in. “Can I join?”

      “No.” I hate myself for sounding so harsh, but I need this to stop now. I need her to leave so I can get my head together and save whatever’s left of my skin. “I’m done.” I make sure not to touch her as I slip out of the shower.

      I towel off and dress in jeans and a sweater that covers up most of my skin, as though a piece of clothing can protect me from making more mistakes. I head downstairs and make coffee. I take two cups from the cupboard because, at the very least, I owe Avery a conversation.

      As the kitchen fills with the smell of coffee—something that usually gets me going but only has a nauseating effect this morning—I wait for her. In the same spot where I was unable to resist her yesterday. Where I took that one fateful step toward her, knowing full well what it would put in motion.

      She enters the kitchen with her red shoes dangling from a hand and her panties poking out of the pocket of her suit pants.

      For a moment, I want her so much it’s almost physically painful, but moments always pass. And so does this one.

      “Coffee?” I ask.

      “Yes, please.” Her demeanor is much more demure than last night—quite possibly because of my blunt rejection in the shower earlier.

      I offer her a cup, sliding it toward her over the kitchen island counter so I’m sure our hands don’t touch.

      “Avery,” I start. “I’m so⁠—”

      “No, please,” Avery says. “Please, do not say you’re sorry.”

      “But I am.” I have to be. “What happened last night should not have happened.”

      “Fuck that.” She looks me dead in the eye. “I’m so glad it did happen. I mean that. Nothing you say can make me feel otherwise about it because it was fucking spectacular.” She pauses. “Don’t you think?”

      “That’s not the point.” Unfortunately, our spectacular night together has done nothing to quench my desire for her.

      “I get it. You’re my shrink and you’re not allowed to sleep with me. Those are the rules, but, you know, life just doesn’t always follow the rules.”

      “Avery… you can’t tell anyone about this. Please.” I shake my head. “I don’t know yet how I’m going to deal with this, but please, I beg you, keep this to yourself.”

      “No problem.” She peers at me over the rim of her cup.

      “I can’t see you as a client anymore. That has become impossible.”

      “That makes me sad, but I understand.” She puts her cup down and grins at me. “The way I see it, I got something far better than therapy.”

      “I will make arrangements for you to see a colleague. I’m not leaving you in the lurch.” What a mess. I have someone in mind, but I will have to come clean to them. I will have to tell them why I can no longer counsel Avery myself.

      “Fine,” Avery says. She has averted her gaze and is staring into her coffee cup.

      “I’m really sorry.” I have to say it.

      “Don’t be sorry.” When she looks up, her eyes are a bit misty. “Not for that.” She narrows her eyes. “For the record, I know that you probably think that what happened is all your responsibility, but I don’t see it that way. I fully consented, so don’t give me any bullshit about me not being able to consent, because I won’t accept that. I wanted you so much, and I enjoyed the fucking hell out of our night together.”

      “Thank you for saying that,” I hear myself say but it’s as though my voice doesn’t belong to me. But this is the only way for me to do this, with the most emotional distance between us I can muster—because I enjoyed the fucking hell out of last night as well.

      “Can I see you? As a… friend?” Avery’s voice is brittle, as though she already knows the answer to that question.

      “No,” I say on a sigh. “That’s not possible.”

      “What does this mean for you?” Her tone is different—soft and caring. “Professionally, I mean?”

      I take a deep breath. “Sleeping with a client is automatically considered as inherently exploitative, no matter your consent. It’s a very serious ethics violation. If I report myself, I will most likely lose my license. Or, worst-case, I could go to jail.”

      “Nic, you’re not going to jail for sleeping with me.” Avery extends her hand.

      I look at it, but I can’t take it.

      “Please, take my hand. One last time,” Avery whispers.

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “What can I do to make this less of a problem for you? Do I make a statement? Talk to someone?”

      “Avery, this is not your problem. This is my problem. One I created all by myself because I should have known better.”

      “It is my problem if I want to see you again.” She slides off the chair she’s been sitting on. “I haven’t felt like this with anyone… If I have, I don’t remember, and I figure that I would if it had been as special as last night.”

      “The rules are that I can’t see you socially for two years,” I mutter, instead of what I really want to say, which is ‘very much likewise’.

      “What?” Avery shakes her head in disbelief. “No. That’s not going to happen.”

      “It’s exactly what’s going to happen.” If I have any professional pride left, I won’t let it happen.

      “Is it an option not to report yourself?” Avery asks.

      “Not one I could live with.”

      “Is it legally required?”

      “It’s ethically required.”

      “What if I want to fight for you?” Avery takes a step toward me but doesn’t bridge all of the distance between us.

      “There’s nothing to fight for.” Instinctively, I take a step back. “And I would ask you not to do that. Out of respect for me.”

      “Fuck.” Her shoulders sag. “So you’re asking me to forget about last night?”

      “I guess so.” To forget would be impossible, but repeating it is absolutely out of the question. The best way to ensure that is to never see Avery again.

      “So you’re going to lose your license and we don’t get to see each other anymore?” Her voice reflects the slump in her posture. “What a fucking lose-lose situation.”

      “Avery.” I might have been weak before, but I must be strong now—for her. “You are an amazing woman. Yesterday, at the party, I saw you with the world at your feet. I realize not every part of that is easy, but you have so much going for you. You’re smart, and funny, and so talented. Hollywood’s already falling for you. Just forget about me. Move on. It was just one night. Just a tiny blip in whatever magnificence the future has in store for you.” Oh, Jesus. Crying would be the worst thing I could do right now. So I don’t. I can at least do myself that favor.

      “Forget about you?” Her eyebrows arch all the way up, as though I’ve just asked her to forget the most precious thing in her life. “I’m not sure I can do that.”

      “What if I ask you to? For my sake?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s not as if I’m in love with you or anything, but… last night was something.”

      I nod so she at least knows I agree with that. I can’t invalidate what we felt.

      “Looks like I have no choice.” She straightens her shoulders. Then she does bridge the distance between us. “Let me know if, for some reason, you can or want to change your mind.” She brings her lips to my ear like she did last night, when she said she was going to make me come hard, and says, “Please, don’t forget what an amazing woman you are, Nic.” She kisses me gently on the cheek. “Goodbye, then.”

      She exits the kitchen and as soon as I hear the front door click shut, I let myself fall apart. For the callous mistake I made but, even more so, for the woman I, for one night only, allowed myself to be. The Nic I was before Lois died.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      Even though she was only my passenger for a short fifteen minutes, my car feels empty without Nic in it. Poor Nic. I should have done some research before I put the moves on her but, to be honest, I don’t feel like I did all that much. I shouldn’t have offered to drive her home, perhaps. Because, of course, it was more than a courtesy. But never in a million years had I expected her to invite me in. I thought she might reprimand me for my forward behavior at our next session, but now there will no longer be a next session. There’s nothing. Except the memory of last night.

      Inherently exploitative. For crying out fucking loud. Who makes this shit up? As if I’m some defenseless creature that needs protection from my shrink. Worst of all, I can’t tell anyone about this—not if I have Nic’s best interests at heart.

      I still need to talk to someone, though. I know exactly who. I call Stella and ask when we can speak in private. Stella knows exactly what it’s like to sleep with the one person you shouldn’t—and then marry her and have kids with her.
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      “How was the big Hollywood party I wasn’t invited to?” Stella asks as I pour her a glass of wine.

      “I did ask if you wanted to be my plus-one.” If only Stella had gone with me.

      “Sunday afternoon is family time,” is all she says. “So? How was it?”

      “Interesting.”

      Stella examines my face. “What does that mean? Did you allow someone to flirt with you? Or did you actually flirt back?”

      “Ida Burton was quite into me,” I say with a lot more glee in my voice than I feel.

      “Did you set up a threesome with her and Faye?” Stella chuckles.

      “I met Ida’s gay ex-husband as well.”

      “Derek?” Stella says. “Christ. Even after all this time people still refer to him as Ida’s ex.”

      “He was very sweet, and so was his husband.”

      We shoot the breeze for a bit. I tell her who I met at the party. I let her finish her glass of wine, then pour her another, before asking my question.

      “After that first night with Kate… What did you do?”

      “Whoa.” Stella nearly chokes on the sip she just took. “Where is this coming from?”

      I huff out some air. “I’m sorry for being so blunt, but… I slept with someone I shouldn’t have slept with.” I hold up my hands. “I can’t tell you who. I know you’re probably dying to know, but I promised her secrecy and I don’t want to break my promise, but… I’m going a little nuts over here.”

      “Why does it have to be a secret?”

      “This is Hollywood,” I say. “It’s full of secrets.”

      “Is she married?” Stella nods. “To a man?”

      “For argument’s sake, let’s say she is.”

      “Damn it,” Stella says. “I should have taken you up on that invitation.” She narrows her eyes. “I assume you met her at the party?”

      “Yeah.” It’s only a half-lie, and this conversation is not about telling the truth. It’s about finding a way to feel better about myself. Because I understand why Nic had to show me the door like that—distant and almost cold—after the amazing night we had. Before Stella arrived, I googled the consequences for therapists who sleep with their clients. But that doesn’t mean I can just forget about it.

      “She’s a bit like Kate, then,” Stella says matter-of-factly. “At least you don’t have a brother whose wife you can sleep with.”

      The fact that we can actually chuckle at Stella’s situation is hopeful.

      “It was a mess, obviously. Everyone got hurt.” Stella goes quiet for a minute. “But, in the end, Kate and I couldn’t stay away from each other. Despite everything… despite her being the very last person I should ever fall for, I did and well… here we are. All these years later. I barely still think about how we got together. Kevin is happy with his new family and, looking back, he and Kate were not made for each other.” She twirls her wine glass in her hands. “But yeah, it was a really difficult situation to be in. We didn’t just hurt Kev. We hurt my mom as well. My family nearly fell apart. We did fall apart for a while. It took a lot for my brother to forgive me. It’s not a situation I would recommend you get yourself into if you can avoid it.” She fixes her gaze on me. “Are there feelings involved? Or was it just a one-night stand?”

      Good question. “Feelings… I don’t know, but the night we had was spectacular.” As much as I need to, and she might want me to, I will never forget Nic’s hands on me, her tongue on my clit, her fingers inside me—nor what it felt like to tie her up like that. “I haven’t had a night like that in, like, forever.”

      “Damn, girl.” Stella tilts her head. “That good?”

      “It was special.” Fuck, how I want to see her again. But Nic asked me not to fight for her. As a matter of respect no less, which is difficult to ignore.

      “But was it special because it wasn’t supposed to happen? Or because of your connection?”

      “Impossible to say. A bit of both, I guess.”

      “And how married is she? Are they open? Is it an Ida-Derek situation?”

      “Extremely married.”

      “The marriage is not falling apart?” Stella asks, referring to Kate and Kevin’s marriage when she fell in love with her sister-in-law. Come to think of it, this is beginning to feel like an episode of Echo Bay.

      “It’s more a matter of the marriage not being allowed to fall apart.”

      “What does that mean?” Stella knits her eyebrows together. “Is her husband a politician or something?”

      I shake my head. I’ve reached the limits of this marriage analogy.

      “We can’t be together again. While I understand the situation, I’m finding it hard to comply.”

      “Just give it some time,” Stella says. “It just happened. You’re still all aflutter. That’s normal, but… take it from me, time is your friend. Let some of it pass. Your movie’s premiering this week. You’re plenty busy. We have that big interview on Friday. Just do what you usually do and see how you feel in a few weeks’ time.”

      “Time didn’t work for you and Kate.”

      “It didn’t and thank fuck for that.” Stella grins at me. “I wouldn’t have Silas if it weren’t for Kate.”

      “How’s the baby planning going?”

      “Oh, it’s going.”

      “For real?”

      “I talked to my boss, Mimi, and she’s all about family. She was never going to talk me out of it even though she’s the exec of Unbreak My Heart. And I only have to glance at Silas, and Kate with Silas, to know that I would really love to have another kid.” Stella sits there beaming and I can’t really compare my current situation with the one she was in with Kate when they got together, yet there are some similarities that can’t be ignored. And look at her now. She and Kate are so happy together, it’s obnoxious at times.

      But Kate is not Nic. Kate wasn’t Stella’s therapist. Although she certainly broke a bunch of unspoken rules—and her marriage vows—she doesn’t have to report to an ethics board that can take away her license to practice. The frustrating truth is that none of this is up to me. And the only option I have, really, is to take Stella’s advice. To let some time pass. And go see my new therapist.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      I pace through my living room.

      “Jesus, Nic. Can you please sit down? You’re making me nervous.” I’ve summoned Derek for emergency emotional support.

      “I fucked up so badly.”

      “Tell me what happened already.” Derek wasn’t born yesterday. He knows that Avery drove me home from my sister’s party. But I’m still going to have to say it—because he probably can’t believe that I would do such a thing. Two days ago, I wouldn’t have believed that about myself either.

      “I slept with her.” I sink into an armchair. “I slept with Avery.”

      “Oh, Nic.” Perhaps Derek didn’t see that coming after all, because he sounds genuinely shocked.

      “But the worst part of it—” My voice shoots up. “Is that I don’t regret it, because it was so amazing.” I still get goosebumps all over when I think about my night with Avery.

      “You slept with Avery Hall,” Derek exclaims. Maybe he finds it hard to believe because of who she is—and who I am. “But she’s your client.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “That’s my reputation and my career down the drain.”

      “Oh, fuck, Nic.” He covers his mouth with his hand. “I can’t believe this.”

      “I really fucked up,” I repeat, because it can’t be repeated enough.

      “What happens now?”

      “First of all, she’s no longer my client. I can’t see her again, neither professionally nor socially.” I sink a little further into the chair. “And I need to decide whether I report myself to the California Board of Psychology.”

      “What happens if you do?”

      “They will investigate, and I will surely lose my license.”

      “And if you don’t report yourself?”

      “Then I keep my license, but… not reporting is not really an option. I made the mistake. I should be punished for it.”

      “Isn’t how you feel punishment enough?” Derek is such a compassionate man—and the best friend a disgraced psychologist can dream of.

      “It’s about honor. Although it’s not just about that. If I don’t report myself, I have to live with the fear that someone else could report me.”

      “Who is going to tell, though?”

      “Avery. I mean, not directly. She’s not going to file a complaint against me with the board, but she might tell her friends or, quite possibly, her new therapist, who would have to report me. It’s what I would do.”

      “Surely, you can contain this.” Derek rubs his fingers against his carefully groomed stubble.

      “It’s not about that. I made a mistake. The least I can do is own up to it. Be held accountable.”

      “You can’t lose your practice, Nic. You love your job. What about your other clients?”

      “I know. There’s no good outcome. Which I should have known before inviting Avery Hall into my house.” And my bed.

      “Why did you do that? It’s so not you.”

      “Why?” I say on a sigh. “I don’t know.” I shrug. “All I know is that she made me feel something I haven’t felt since Lois died. And how she is, how she speaks and carries herself, reminds me of Lois so much sometimes. It’s kind of like she shook me awake from this long hibernation of grief I’ve been in. That, and she’s so spectacular.” My lips spread into a small smile. “I don’t even remember how many times I’ve watched Queer Girl Summer.”

      “She was, without a doubt, the belle of the ball.”

      “It’s hardly an excuse, though.”

      “Maybe not, but what she made you feel is.” Derek leans forward. “That’s a huge deal.”

      “Yeah, but… it’s impossible, so.”

      “With Avery, yes. But look at it this way.” He holds me in his gaze. “If you can feel that spark with Avery, surely you can feel it with someone else as well. Maybe it just means you’re ready.”

      “I didn’t feel it with the firefighter,” I deadpan.

      “Maybe you’re a cougar now.” Derek grins. “How old is Avery?”

      “Thirty-five.” She most certainly didn’t make me feel like a cougar.

      “I’m not one to judge, darling. Ben is fourteen years younger than me. What’s a few more years?”

      “She’s such a top,” I say, because Derek lives for details like this. “She completely overwhelmed me. In the best way possible.”

      “If circumstances were different,” Derek asks. “Would you want to sleep with her again?”

      “Hell, yeah.” I’m dying to find out what Avery’s like with a strap-on. In fact, even the notion makes me squirm in my seat. “Honestly, I might even fall for her.” Not that I would ever expect that to be mutual.

      “But you can never see her again?”

      “Not for two years, at least.” I lean my head back. “It was so good, Derek. So unexpected. So… healing for me after Lois. It’s a hard thing to let go of, because she made me feel so alive. She’s such a delight. But, let’s be honest, the only reason she even slept with me is because I’m her therapist. She would never have noticed me otherwise. I am self-aware enough to realize that.”

      “You can’t know that.” Derek paints on his warmest smile. “As your best friend, I can attest to how big a delight you are as well.”

      “Still, it was wrong. There really are no two ways about it.”

      “I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”

      “You can’t tell anyone. This needs to remain a secret.”

      “That goes without saying.” I’m not sure exactly how much Derek and Ben share. He might tell his husband, but my trust in Derek extends to his spouse.

      Derek heaves a sigh. “Do you know what you’re going to do?”

      “I know what I have to do.”

      “Sleep on it, Nic. For more than one night. And call me when you’ve made a decision. You don’t have to go through this alone.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And don’t forget to look on the bright side.” His smile is still warm and even a little comforting. “At least you felt something.”

      I nod.

      “Avery fucking Hall,” Derek says, shaking his head. “For a minute there, I thought Ida and Faye had plans to take her home.”

      “If only they had,” I say, wistfully. “And I hadn’t drunk all the champagne.”

      “At the very least, at our age, we still know how to party.”

      “And what a party it was.” I sip from my water.

      “And afterparty,” Derek says, because he’s always good for a joke.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I’m getting ready for the LA premiere of Deadline for Love, although I don’t have much to do at all. The studio has sent over a ‘glam squad’ to do my hair and makeup, complete with a stylist to actually dress me.

      The contrast with the premiere for Queer Girl Summer can’t be greater—then, I was allowed to dress myself, even to comb my own hair.

      The stylist is a sweet guy named Jaz who correctly interprets my eye roll at the rack of dresses he brought.

      “You might prefer a suit?” he whispers.

      “Oh, how I might.”

      “Is she allowing it?” He points at my publicist who has had too many meetings with the studio’s PR department. In Deadline for Love, my love interest is a man, and earlier she said that they would prefer if I dressed accordingly.

      But I’m feeling defiant tonight. Antsy as well, and a good kind of nervous. But definitely not compliant.

      “I don’t really care what she allows, Jaz.” I flash him my brightest smile. “I think I’m old enough to decide what I want to wear.” I know this is part of the game, especially now that I’m in the big league. But five minutes ago, Leslie called to wish me luck and all I could think of as she was blah-blah-blah-ing was her sister. Hence my uncooperative spirit. As I sit for way too long with my eyes closed while someone applies my makeup—the understated look I asked for, ironically, takes a lot of time—Nic pops up in my mind. Stella tells me that I need time, and she may be right, but time has to pass first, and it seems to only be willing to do so at a glacial pace.

      Because I can’t get Nic out of my head. I’ve wanted to drive to her house every single day since Sunday. It’s only Thursday, but still.

      While Jaz puts together some more options for me to choose from, I check my phone. My heart skips a beat because there’s an email from Nic. I excuse myself from the room so I can read it in private.

      It’s the driest message I’ve ever gotten from someone I had a torrid night with. Nic has sent me the details of my next therapy appointment with the replacement therapist she suggests, a woman called Jan Scott.

      Maybe Nic is being very careful and doesn’t want to leave an electronic paper trail. I can only suppose that I’m not allowed to tell my new therapist about Nic. But what if that’s the main thing I want to talk about? Surely, that’s a valid question—a question I can only ask Nic. That I can only ask her in person. I don’t want to get Nic in more trouble than she already is but, I’ve been thinking about this for days now and, well, I’m Avery fucking Hall. I have a glam squad in my house. Would anyone in their right mind ever conclude that Nic somehow coerced me into sleeping with her? That she exploited me? The mere thought enrages me.

      I read the email again, making sure I haven’t missed anything, and decide I might have to stop by Nic’s house to ask a legitimate question before my appointment with Dr. Scott. I don’t think I have a choice. Suddenly, it’s much easier to pull my lips into a smile.

      “You know what, Jaz?” I say as I walk back into the room. “Put me in whatever you like. Just make sure I look my best.”

      “That’s easy, darling.” Jaz mirrors my smile. “You’re gorgeous. Who’s your date tonight?”

      “That would be me.” Admittedly, this was a lot more fun for my previous movie, when I had Sienna and Stella by my side—and before my career exploded into something akin to a circus.

      “The best date ever then.” I like Jaz a lot. Do I need to employ a stylist now that I’m on the A-list? If yes, I’d hire him in a heartbeat.

      In the end, he puts me in a golden dress that I would never have picked for myself, but makes me look like exactly what I am tonight: Hollywood’s hottest actress going to her big new movie’s premiere.

      I’ve seen the movie several times by now and I’m glad I still like it. The audience seems to as well. The experience is very different from seeing myself in reruns of Echo Bay on TV. I don’t cringe so much when I look at myself. I do a little when I kiss my male co-star, but he’s sitting right next to me, and he’s a gentle beta male I got along with swimmingly on set.

      At the party afterward, a lot of my friends are there, as well as—to my surprise—Ida Burton. Ida’s date is not her wife, Faye Fleming, but her ex-husband Derek. Things are looking up even more.

      “Faye’s so annoyed that she couldn’t make it,” Ida says. “She has a really nasty cold.”

      “Hence my C-list presence,” Derek jokes.

      I don’t know which one of them to smile at more. I’m over the moon with their presence. Ida’s because she’s Ida and Derek because of his connection to Nic. Although I must tread carefully. I have no intention of breaking my promise of secrecy, but I can put some feelers out.

      “You must come to dinner,” Ida says. “I’ll have my people contact yours.”

      Apart from a glam squad, I should now also have ‘people’, which I don’t. I have an A-list agent and a publicist thrust upon me by the studio. And I used to have a therapist.

      “I would love that.” I look into Ida Burton’s iconic face. At an event like this, everyone wants a piece of her, and Ida is whisked away, leaving me alone with Derek. He looks at me in a way that makes me think he knows. I can’t wait to get him alone, but I’m the co-star in this movie and everyone wants a piece of me as well.

      “Can we talk?” I ask him before following some bigwig from the studio that I’m not allowed to ignore.

      “We sure can, darling.” Derek winks at me and then I’m certain that he knows.

      Time passes slowly as I do the part of my job that I like the least but have to do more of now than ever before. Schmoozing. Ironically, I’m pretty good at it but, all the while, I just want to bend Derek’s ear. I’m dying to find out what Nic has told him.

      At last, as I wave off everyone who wants to congratulate me, pretending I need the ladies’ room really badly, I find Derek and pull him into the darkest corner of the room.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t talk here.” He glances around skittishly. “I speak from experience when I say the walls have ears in places like this.”

      “You’re right.” I can imagine that, with the kind of life he’s had, Derek is not exaggerating. “Can you meet this weekend? Do you want to come to my house?”

      “Why don’t you come to ours? Ben would love that.” He leans in closer. “He knows,” he whispers. “We can talk freely.”

      “Yeah.” I nod vigorously.

      “Give me your number and we’ll set it up. Let me know when you’re available.”

      “Thank you, Derek.” He might not have any idea what a favor he’s doing me with this invitation.

      “No need.” He nods at the room full of people behind me. “Now go. Enjoy your night. I loved you in the movie.”

      “Thanks.” I look him in the eye. “See you soon.”

      The rest of the night is a blur of compliments and Hollywood smiles—real and fake.
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      At first, the producers of Queer Girl Summer didn’t know what hit them when the press kept writing about our movie, when cinemas didn’t remove it from their programming, and the online buzz took on a life of its own. But now, they’re owning it. So much so that they’ve set up a photo shoot with Vanity Fair at the Chateau Marmont. The accompanying interview is only next week—thank god, because after a week of press for Deadline for Love I’m rather sick of the sound of my own voice. And I didn’t have therapy this week to vent and discuss my ambivalent relationship with fame.

      Because of the movie we’re promoting, some of the poses we’re asked to adopt are very suggestive in nature. Sienna, who grew up in a showbiz family, is very adept at making a ‘no’ sound natural. If it weren’t for her, I’d probably have ended up kissing Stella for the camera.

      During a break, while Sienna’s makeup is being reapplied, Stella beckons me to her. We sit on a lounge chair by the pool, out of earshot—I hope so, at least.

      “I didn’t want to ask last night but, um, how’s it going?” she asks. “With, you know… the passing of time and such?”

      “The passing of time is so fucking slow,” I say. I can’t tell Stella that Derek has invited me over to his house and that he knows. Secretly, but I will never admit this to any other living soul, I hope Derek has invited Nic as well and we can find a way out of the situation and create a magical happy ending. I live in Hollywood. Most of my dreams have already come true. Why not this one? Although I know why.

      “It’s slow at first, but it will go quicker.” Stella tilts her head. “Has there been any contact?”

      Nic did send me that email, but it hardly qualifies as contact. I shake my head.

      “I’m not going to lie.” Stella shoots me a smile. “I’ve been going nuts trying to figure out who it might be.”

      “What are you two whispering about?” Sienna sits down next to me. “Who are you talking about?”

      My heart races. For many reasons, Nic’s name is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t betray her trust in me. It’s the only thing we have left between us, although I might be looking at it from a too romantic point of view. Sooner rather than later, I’m going to need someone to help me unpack these feelings. Because of my dinner with Derek and Ben tomorrow, it’s easy not to tell my friends.

      “Who Silke is dating,” I blurt out, even though I have no clue of the relationship status of our movie’s director.

      “Silke?” Sienna draws up her perfect eyebrows.

      The photographer’s assistant walks up to us. “Five minutes, ladies.” She holds my gaze for a split second. “Is that okay?”

      “I’m ready to go now.” To take the heat off what we were talking about, and prevent Sienna from asking more questions, I even throw in a little smile.

      “It’s okay. Take your time.” She smiles back boldly. “I need to get back. Set up the next shot.”

      Predictably, both Stella and Sienna coo like we’re in high school.

      “Rae is so fucking hot,” Stella says. “And she’s into you.” I should thank her, really, for following my lead—but I’m not interested in Rae, no matter how hot and into me she might be.

      “At least Avery’s not completely oblivious to it this time,” Sienna says. “Therapy must really be helping.”

      “Sure.” I try to make my voice sound as flat as possible. I hate not telling them the truth—especially because I really want to.

      “Are you making a move?” Sienna asks.

      “Not today.” I could—perhaps I should, even. But I can’t even consider it with Nic still so at the forefront of my mind. Especially now that I have a date with Derek, and a plan to go and see Nic.

      “Ladies.” Rae calls us over. “Ready when you are.”

      “I’m not sure when Avery will ever be ready,” Sienna whispers in my ear as we go back to work.
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          Nic

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t pick Avery’s replacement therapist’s name out of a hat. I chose Jan carefully because we’re friends. Because I trust her to talk to me first before running to the board. That was the idea when I contacted her, anyway. But I’ve been driving myself mad with what-ifs ever since I set up Avery’s appointment. To the point that I can’t handle it anymore and I take the huge risk of talking to Jan. Although not talking to her might be an even bigger risk.

      It’s absolutely mortifying to sit across from her—and a very strong reminder why a therapist should never sleep with their client.

      “I’m glad you invited me, Nic,” Jan says. “I wanted to discuss some things before Avery’s first appointment.”

      I pour us some coffee and say, “About that.”

      “I’m curious why you feel you can’t keep her on.” Jan studies my face. “The real reason, I mean.”

      When I asked Jan if she was willing to replace me as Avery’s therapist, I told her it was a scheduling issue. That my calendar was just too full. But Jan is very good at her job, and it only takes her a few minutes of face-to-face time to see right through me.

      “I know this is not a session, and this conversation is not confidential, but, please, Jan…” I cough something out of my throat—pure embarrassment, no doubt. “Please, um, I have to ask for your discretion before I tell you.”

      She looks at me with the kind of piercing gaze that says ‘that’s not how this works and you know it’ but she does me the courtesy of not expressing it out loud, which I greatly appreciate.

      “I am very sorry to say that Avery and I—that I have slept with Avery.” Having to admit this to Jan is doubly excruciating because, from a professional point of view, I’m ashamed, but personally, I hate having to reduce my night with Avery to this—to a confession. To sleep with someone is not nothing. Our night meant so much to me and to have such a beautiful thing poisoned by its circumstance is absolutely killing me.

      “Oh, damn.” Jan puffs up her cheeks and lets the air escape ever so slowly.

      “I know.” I can only shake my head.

      “Can you give me the context?” Jan is a smart woman with even more years of experience in this job than I have. She served on the California Board of Psychology for two terms. She must have dealt with every infraction on the psychologist’s ethical code under the sun.

      I tell her what happened. I try to be as honest as possible, only leaving out how, at times during my night with Avery, I felt like I was losing my mind—and I didn’t even care.

      “Damn it, Nic.” She scrunches up her lips. “The fact that I’m here makes me think you feel pretty awful about it all.”

      Her compassion surprises me, but I can’t accept it. I need a stern talking-to. Most of all, I need her to tell me what to do next. Whether to report myself or not.

      “It shouldn’t have happened.” But, I think—and that’s why I need Jan. To make me see that no ‘but’ can ever be relevant here.

      “That goes without saying, but it did happen.” Her gaze is kind when she looks into my eyes. “I know you. I’ve known you forever. So I also know you didn’t do this lightly.”

      “Does it matter?” I swallow something out of my throat.

      “Ethically, no. But on a personal level, I think it matters a great deal.” She picks up her cup. “Are there feelings involved?”

      “There must be.” I nod. “Yes,” I admit. “But, again, it doesn’t really matter.” I manage a small smile. “I believe that my feelings for Avery are not mutual. They’re certainly not equal. Though I am sure it meant something to both of us, I think what we each got out of that night was very different.”

      “Isn’t it always?” Jan’s very philosophical about all this.

      “Your reaction surprises me.”

      “I’m not the board, Nic. Not anymore. I’m also not naive. I know what humans are like.”

      “Thank you for not judging me.”

      “That’s what friends are for.” She expels a sigh. “Here’s what I propose.” She leans back in her chair. “Let me talk to Avery. Let me get her take on it. Assess how she feels and how she experienced it.” Jan looks at me. “Even though I know what this could cost me.”

      Grateful, I nod. Because I’m fully aware I’m putting my friend in an impossible position here.

      “Then we’ll talk again. Discuss reporting it to the board or not.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How are you feeling?” she asks and her question makes me chuckle—breaks the tension a little bit—because it’s such a typical therapist’s way to further a conversation.

      I debate whether I can tell Jan this, but if not her, then who? “The problem is that I like her. That, perhaps, if we’d met under different circumstances, things could be different. Although…” I can only repeat what I’ve told Derek—and what I also believe to be true. “I’m not so delusional to think that Avery would have even noticed me. At Leslie’s party, I mean. I would probably just have been another admirer tripping over myself to compliment her on Queer Girl Summer.”

      “You’ll never know.” She smiles, transforming her face into a much-needed source of warmth. “You do know the perfect therapist doesn’t exist, right? Just like the perfect human doesn’t exist.” She pauses. “What happened doesn’t make you a monster. It doesn’t make you less of a therapist.” She tilts her head. “I’d hate for you to lose your license. Your practice. Many of your clients would be worse off.”

      “Thank you for saying that.”

      “I’m saying it because it’s true.” She leans over the table. “Because I know that you’re the very last person to take advantage of someone’s vulnerability.”

      “And yet…” While I’m surprised that Jan is trying to make me feel better about myself, I’m not convinced I should be allowed to. “There’s no gray area when it comes to this kind of behavior.”

      “Of course there is.” Her face is serious now. “There always is.” She pauses again. “How you feel about this and how you’re handling it shows me your integrity is intact. Yes, you made a mistake… but I honestly think you should be asking yourself why you made this mistake more than anything else. Why this need inside you was so great that, in that moment—that night—you stopped caring about ethics.”

      “I know exactly why.”

      “Lois?” Jan asks, seeing right through me again.

      “Avery made me feel something I haven’t felt since Lois and… I didn’t know how much I needed that. I didn’t even know how deeply I had buried anything remotely related to desire… to this sense of being truly alive. When Lois died, part of me died with her and…” I shake my head. “I know it sounds like I’m making excuses, but I know how I feel. How I felt. With her.”

      “Oh, Nic.” She sighs, again. “You are aware you can’t see Avery again. Not for two years, at least.” She draws up her eyebrows. “I’m sympathetic, but I do have to draw the line somewhere.”

      “I’m very much aware.” I hold up my hands. “And please don’t ask me how that makes me feel.”

      “I don’t have to ask.” Jan fixes her gaze on me. “I can tell just by looking at you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      When I arrive at Derek and Ben’s, I can’t get the niceties out of the way quick enough. I just want to know what Nic has told them.

      We exchange greetings and the obligatory compliments but, thankfully, as soon as we’re seated, Derek doesn’t beat about the bush.

      “For the record,” he says, “Nic doesn’t know you’re here. I didn’t tell her I went to your movie’s premiere. I hadn’t planned on going. I was just Ida’s last-minute plus-one.” He waves his hand about. “What I’m trying to say is that she would frown upon this. She’s very torn up about what happened, but…”

      “But?” I encourage him.

      “You rocked her world. You made life as she knows it shake on its very foundations.” Oh, gays and their sense of drama—I’m loving every ounce of this drama, though. “But she’s your therapist, so.”

      “Was my therapist.”

      “We both know semantics don’t matter here. Nic broke the rules and she takes that very seriously.”

      “Yeah.” I take a sip of cucumber water.

      “Can I ask you something?” Derek says. Ben sits next to him, his face a mask of concentration, as though he’s watching the most riveting play he’s ever seen in his life.

      “Of course.”

      “Nic has convinced herself that you could never feel the same about her as she feels about you. That if she hadn’t been your therapist, you would never have given her the time of day at her sister’s birthday party.”

      “How does she feel about me?” Nic could not possibly be more wrong, but I want to play my cards close to my chest a while longer.

      “She’s pretty crazy about you.” Derek says it as though it’s as much of a given as that the sky outside is blue. “Otherwise, she wouldn’t have slept with you. Not in a million years.”

      “Of course, I would have noticed her. She’s gorgeous and I like her a lot.” It feels so good to say it out loud, even though it’s also terribly bittersweet. “Did you just say she’s crazy about me?”

      “Nic has been through a lot,” Ben chimes in.

      “She has. Lois’s death knocked the wind out of all of us but for Nic, for a while, it was the end of her world. They were… you know.” Derek’s voice breaks.

      “They were Nic and Lois.” Ben puts a hand on his husband’s arm. “Made for each other and inseparable since the first day they met.”

      “She had to rebuild herself and her life.” Derek’s voice is still a bit wobbly. “And she did but, she has never opened herself up to love again. And I get it. These things take time. I totally understand her loyalty to Lois, even after her death.” He pauses. “Which is why I was so surprised when I saw Nic after her night with you.” He puffs out some air. “That was not the Nic I’ve known these past five years.”

      “It’s such a shame,” Ben says. “We just want Nic to be happy again.”

      I take another sip of my drink because I need a moment. Poor Nic. I can’t possibly imagine what she’s been through because I’ve never been in a serious long-term relationship.

      “I’m going to go see her,” I blurt out. “I need to ask her something and I need to do it in person.”

      “Is that wise?” Derek asks.

      “Wise?” I shrug. “Who the fuck cares if it’s wise?”

      Derek grins. “I can see why you remind her of Lois.”

      “I’m not going to avoid her for the next two years because some old dudes on some stuffy board say I can’t see her.” I shake my head. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “She could lose her practice,” Derek says. “If the psychology board suspends her license, that’s it. She’s done as a therapist.” He leans toward me. “Please, take that into consideration.”

      “I need to ask her a question about my therapy,” I say. “Surely, that’s allowed?” They can say whatever they want. Nothing will stop me from seeing Nic—even if it’s for the last time.

      “Do you really like her that much?” Derek asks. “Because if this is just some game to you, Avery…”

      “It’s not a game.” I sit up a little straighter. “It was special for me too.”

      “You’re Avery Hall,” Ben says. “Surely, you can be with whoever you want.”

      “Clearly not.” My hackles go up.

      “We just want to make sure that, um—” Derek briefly glances at Ben. “Well, that you’re not interested in Nic only because you’re not allowed to be.”

      While I understand they’re worried about their friend, their suspicion annoys the hell out of me.

      “Or because she’s your therapist,” Ben adds. “I hear it’s quite common for a client to⁠—”

      “Please.” I put down my glass of water. “You don’t know me and you want to protect Nic. I get it. But… I have feelings, too. I may not have a great track record in relationships, but with Nic, I felt something special. It wasn’t just a casual one-night stand for me. I’m totally not into that, anyway.” I’m of two minds to just leave, but they’re the only viable connection to Nic I have left. I can hardly ask my agent for advice about dating her sister.

      “Sorry for assuming.” Derek flashes me the smile that must have convinced Ida Burton to fake-marry him. “But, if I were you, I wouldn’t get my hopes up about anything. My guess is that Nic won’t want to see you. You’d best prepare yourself for the worst outcome. She’s very principled about her work.”

      Derek wasn’t there when Nic invited me into her house. When she let me kiss her—when she let me tie her up. When she threw all her principles out of the window as though they meant nothing to her at all.

      “I don’t have a master plan.” I do have to be realistic. Nic surrendered to me once, but it’s unlikely that she’ll do it again. Still, I have to try. “I just need to see her. Especially if I can never see her again afterward.” And, especially, I think, if Nic’s as crazy about me as Derek just said she is.
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      Exactly a week after we slept together, I pull up to Nic’s house and, my gait a little unsteady, hurry to her front door.

      My heart flings itself against my ribcage as I ring the bell. I didn’t pay any attention to it last time I was here, but she must have a security system. She must be able to see it’s me. Or maybe she’s not home. I ring again because I have to. Because I have no choice. And I really do have a pressing question.

      I have no idea whether Nic’s inside the house, waiting for me to leave. If so, how does it make her feel? How long can the scrupulous part of her win this war?

      A voice crackles over the intercom. “You can’t be here. Please, I beg you, leave.”

      My knees go all weak at the sound of her voice. There’s no way I’m giving up without a fight, despite my promise not to fight for Nic.

      “Please, Nic. I need to ask you something about my appointment with Dr. Scott on Wednesday.”

      “Were you followed?” she asks.

      “What? No.”

      “No paps?” she asks and I guess it’s a legitimate question but, despite being in last summer’s hottest movie, I’ve been spared that kind of relentless haunting by the tabloid press—for now.

      “No.” Regardless, I glance around, feeling like a fugitive. As far as I can tell, all is quiet on Nic’s street.

      The door buzzes and I push myself inside Nic’s house.

      “Avery,” she says as she appears in the hallway. “You really can’t be here.”

      “I know and I’m sorry, but I need to know…” I take a few steps toward her but keep a respectable distance. She’s wearing a light-brown knitted dress and looks more than good enough to kiss and—I need to keep my wits about me. “What can I divulge to Jan Scott? Can I talk about what happened? I can try not to, but you know what therapy’s like. Before you know it, you’re saying all sorts⁠—”

      “You can talk to Jan.” Nic interrupts me. “She knows. We’re friends and I’ve told her everything.”

      My eyes go wide. For someone who asked me not to tell anyone about us—which I haven’t—she most certainly has not kept our night a secret. But I guess it’s different for her.

      “Okay.” I take another step closer. “How are you?”

      “Avery, please.” She gives a small shake of her head. “This is my career.”

      I find her gaze. My muscles are clenched and my breath a little shallow. I’m so ready for this fight. “I feel the same about you,” I say, playing my trump card from the get-go. I only have a tiny window of time to work with before Nic kicks me out.

      “What?” Her eyes narrow.

      “I know what our night together meant to you. What it did to you.” Another step. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “Please, don’t do this.” She finds support against the wall behind her. “It’s hard enough as it is.”

      “But don’t you see?” Two steps. There’s not much space left between us. “I have to do this.”

      Nic just shakes her head.

      “Because you can’t.” I’m standing right in front of her—so close I can feel her breath come out in ragged little bursts. “I know you can’t and I know why, but…” I bring my lips to her ear. “I’m not giving up without a fight.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      What the actual fuck is happening here? How is Avery standing in my hallway, a mere few inches of space separating our bodies, her lips dangerously close to my ear? What is she saying? It shouldn’t matter, but it does. Oh, how it does.

      Why am I not pushing her away? Have I asked her to leave? Her smell is intoxicating and her words… her words make me feel like I’m ten feet tall while I should be feeling like the smallest person in the world.

      The truth is I had no defense against her last week and I still don’t have one now. I’m completely smitten and she knows it.

      Did she really just say that she can’t stop thinking about me?

      “I’m not giving up without a fight,” she repeats and her lips are still so close to my ear, her breath hot against my skin, and it feels as though she has kissed me already. As though the very thing I should be preventing has already happened. So why can’t I just let it happen, then? If there’s nothing I want more in the world? Not even a career, it would seem.

      I avert my gaze in order to find an ounce of sanity inside myself. To dig up a tiny morsel of resistance. But my gaze lands on her bag and all I can think is whether she brought a strap-on. That’s how I know I won’t resist. I don’t want to.

      “Can I kiss your neck?” she breathes into my ear and my legs turn to liquid.

      I nod as I pull her toward me. As I give in. As I let this madness take me and, worse, guide me. I let her kiss me. First, on my neck, where she draws a tantalizing line down to my throat. Then, up to my cheek. She takes her time before kissing me on the lips—of course she does. She only delivers the slightest of pecks, leaving me wanting so much more, before she pulls back and looks me in the eye. Her gaze is blazing fire—with desire, for me. As it turns out, Avery didn’t have to put up much of a fight at all. She only had to show up in all her delicious, irresistible glory.

      “I want you so much,” she says, because, of course, she hasn’t just come here to kiss me. She’s come to fuck me—and undo me again in the process. There’s nothing I want more. I’m already halfway there.

      Then, she presses her lips to mine properly, making all her intentions known. With her body, she pushes me firmly against the wall, reaches for my wrists, and pins them above my head.

      “Do whatever you want with me,” I say, and I don’t recognize myself. This is not what I’m like. Yet, with her, I am. She has unearthed this new version of me that perhaps didn’t exist before. This different iteration of Nic Forbes that has emerged from a cocoon of grief.

      “Oh, I will,” Avery says, her voice dripping with a sensational combination of lust and control. Like she can’t help herself when she’s with me. Like she just has to top me like this. “We are going to need all the lube in Los Angeles.” She grins at me and it’s that grin she flashes in Queer Girl Summer before her character transforms into a midsummer night sex goddess and, suddenly, I feel like I’m wearing too many clothes. Like all I want is to be naked with her doing to me whatever she has in mind—and I know it will be naughty in the best way possible.

      It’s no wonder I can’t resist Avery. She holds the key that has unlocked the deepest part of me. The part of me that clung to who I used to be until my fingers cramped and my muscles solidified into deadweight. But I’m no longer the Nic from Nic and Lois. As much as I tried to hold on to that Nic, she can no longer exist. It’s time for this new version of me to come out—and have all the fun I missed all those years.

      I don’t care that, in order to be New Nic, I have to lose my mind a little—something that, perhaps, I could only ever do with Avery Hall. Because of who she is, to the world and to me, at this exact moment in time. And what does it even matter how we met?

      “Come on.” As though this is her house, she takes me by the hand and leads me up the stairs. She’s most certainly the boss in my home right now.

      I follow her upstairs, taking a good look at her jeans-clad behind. At how her strong muscles move underneath her tight T-shirt.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Avery says as she stands before me in my bedroom and I believe her effortlessly. Maybe because she’s one hell of an actor or maybe because it’s the simple truth. Either way, she wouldn’t be here if she didn’t think me beautiful.

      She brushes a strand of hair behind my ears. “I’m not here to play games. To mess with your feelings. I need you to know that.”

      She’s definitely messing with my feelings, but I don’t care. I just want her. My body is all aching need for her touch—for her promise.

      “I know,” I whisper. We can talk later—or not. Again, right now, it doesn’t matter. I’m totally in this moment of madness—these few hours where I cease to be the old Nic. Because Old Nic has suffered. But I’m done with the pain. I’m ready for something else. I’m ready for this.

      Avery takes a step back and hoists her T-shirt over her head. She’s not wearing a bra. I hadn’t even noticed, but—oh, fuck me. To have her stand in front of me like this is definitely a dream I didn’t dare to have. But reality can be so much better than any dream you dare or dare not to have.

      Instinctively, I reach for her, but she swats my hand away.

      “Nuh-uh.” She shakes her head.

      Next, she toes off her shoes, unbuttons her jeans and slides them down those gorgeous, endless legs of hers. She might be wearing panties, but not for long. She steps out of them, then stands in front of me completely naked. For a moment, I think I must be in a dream—how else is this possible? But she came here, for me. To do this. She’s barely been in the house ten minutes and she’s already stark naked. That is the power Avery holds over me. That is the kind of reckless woman she makes me be.

      Her gaze rests on me. How I wish she’d reach for her bag next and surprise me once again by pulling out a toy, but not even Avery is that audacious. At least I have plenty of lube in the house. Although how she made me wet her fingers last week is still very fresh in my mind. My clit throbs at the memory—and what I see in front of me.

      The only way I ever stood a chance of resisting her was if she forgot about me. By Avery ignoring my existence. But she chose not to do that. And here we are.

      “Take off your dress,” she says.

      A frisson of excitement rushes up my spine. No one speaks to me this way, but to have her do it so effortlessly is such a thrill. Maybe this is just a fantasy she has about dominating her therapist—she certainly wouldn’t be the first—but I couldn’t care less. Old Nic would care, but this Nic doesn’t give a fuck.

      I pull my dress over my head and wriggle out of it. When I emerge, Avery’s holding out her hand. She takes the dress from me and studies it, as though she has plans for it, but then discards it on the chair behind her.

      Finally, she closes the distance between us and her nipples push against my skin as she kisses me deeply, as her hands slide to my back. While I lose myself in the kiss, she unclasps my bra—and I bet she has plans for that particular piece of clothing. She tosses it onto the bed—for later use perhaps—while she keeps on kissing me. Her tongue is soft and warm and very much exactly the stuff all my dreams are made of.

      We fall onto the bed in a soft tangle of limbs. Of course, I land on my back with Avery on top of me. This is yet another reason why I can’t get enough of her. Why I relented the second I let her into my house. Avery’s not just A-list smoking hot and deliciously irreverent. The confidence with which she takes the lead both baffles and excites me. Once a therapist, always a therapist, and I have considered how she is in bed from a psychological perspective and there’s a lot to unearth there—but that’s no longer my job. I’d better spend my time trying to find out why it thrills me to my core when she simply asks me to undress like that. Why I’m so utterly entranced by her and how she dares to speak to me.

      Avery slips off me, and her hands descend between my legs. I spread for her eagerly. I want her with a hunger that leaves no room for doubt.

      She smiles down at me. “Where’s the lube?” she asks.

      “Just there.” I point at the nightstand. If she’d asked me last week, I would have had to think about it because I hadn’t used it in a while. But our night was so devastatingly hot, the first thing I did when I recovered from the shock of what I did—of what I was capable of—was order a large bottle of lube online in order to relive the hotness of our time together on my own. Not in a million years had I expected it to happen again.

      Avery scoots to the nightstand and finds what she’s looking for.

      “Let’s find out how much of me you want,” she says and her words set my skin on fire. I’m not even sure what she means exactly—although it’s hardly rocket science—but the effect that single sentence has on me is unmistakable. A wildness I never knew I had in me takes complete hold of me.

      Before she uses the lube, Avery maneuvers herself between my legs. Her hair tickles the skin of my belly as it fans out. She kisses my thighs but there’s impatience in her body language. She’s not about drawing things out today—and I get it. What we’re doing now is even more forbidden than what we did last week. Because we’re doing it again and I, at least, can’t plead temporary insanity again. Although that’s exactly what it feels like. I’m so crazy for Avery I’m risking everything.

      This magnetism between us is taking things up a notch. Like when you watch a sexy scene in a movie and they go at it immediately, and all you want to scream at the screen is, ‘for crying out loud, whatever happened to foreplay?’ But that’s how it’s like with Avery today. As though I’m starring in a totally unrealistic movie. Although my body is all caught up, because words can be very effective foreplay too.

      Avery wastes no time approaching my clit. Her tongue swipes along it and the tension in my muscles revs up. Oh, how I’ve dreamed of this. Only every time I closed my eyes this past week. My desire made all the more intense by the fact that I was absolutely certain it would never happen again.

      She licks me and thunder rolls through my flesh. If she keeps this up, there will be no use for that lube. Abruptly, she stops. When she looks up at me there’s a recklessness in her gaze I haven’t seen before. Maybe she got a little carried away—lost some of the control she’s so keen to exert.

      But it’s as though looking into my eyes acts as a reset button. Her face changes and she reaches for the lube. My clit throbs violently.

      Avery shifts until she’s sitting next to me. She bites her bottom lip as she squirts lube into her palm, then distributes it over her fingers until they glisten—until they drip with mischief.

      My heart is an untamed animal inside my chest. I no longer have the brain power to ascertain whether my skin is hot or cold—probably both. My bad for thinking Avery wasn’t into foreplay today. This is the hottest prelude to sex I’ve ever experienced. For her to bring her shimmering wet hand between my legs.

      She skates her fingers along my opening. In response, I spread my legs as far as my body will allow them to go. A wet finger circles my clit and my breath hitches in my throat. But again, Avery doesn’t dillydally. Two fingers slowly slide inside me.

      She lies down next to me, her eyes locked on mine. Her fingers move, gently at first, only stealing a fraction of my breath—and my sanity—but they soon pick up speed. When she slows down, it’s only to add another finger—to spread me wider for her.

      Avery fucks me and maybe it’s this exact undoing that I crave. This stepping out of myself and leaving a part of me behind in doing so. I don’t know. I don’t know much anymore. All I know is that I want more.

      She fucks me a lot slower, a lot more deliberately, until she stops again. Her fingers retreat, leaving a gaping hole of want inside me.

      “Can you take all of me?” she asks.

      It’s not a question that requires a response.

      Avery adds another finger and I don’t need to take all of her to give all of myself to her. I’m filled to the brim with Avery as she barely moves inside me but I feel it everywhere. I feel it in the parts of myself I’ve shut off because they were too painful to live with. I feel it in the depths of my heart that went stoically cold with loss. I feel it in my untouched but roaring clit. I can barely keep my eyes open as the tremor in my muscles start. As an obliterating climax builds and ravages through me. I try to look at her, at this divine creature giving me all this unexpected pleasure. I toss my head back and I clench around Avery’s fingers, as she touches me where I had decided to remain untouched.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      Fuck me. I have never known surrender like this because I’ve never slept with a woman like Nic before. I’m thirty-five years old, but in all my life, sex has never felt like this. There might be many reasons for that, but none of them are of any importance right now.

      As gently as I can, I slip my fingers out of her. My clit is clamoring for attention. But it will have to wait. I need to wrap my arms around Nic and tell her—tell her what?

      Maybe it’s best if I don’t say anything at all. Because this moment calls for a degree of solemnity—even I can sense that. I swallow any coy remark I could make and just sidle up to her warm body.

      “Jesus. Fucking. Christ,” Nic exclaims between breaths. “This is not…” She doesn’t finish her sentence and I don’t urge her to. Instead, I slip an arm beneath her neck and curl the other one around her chest.

      We lie in silence for a few minutes while she catches her breath. Until I feel her body shift beneath me.

      I push myself up to look at her. Fuck me again. She looks even more beautiful than before. Her face is completely relaxed. Her eyes are a little moist but clear as the sky outside.

      “You fight really dirty,” she says, delighting me to my very core.

      “Did I win?” I reply.

      In response, Nic just shakes her head. Perhaps because we both know there’s no winning the fight I came here for.

      “Avery.” She slides on her side and faces me. She strokes my cheek with the back of her hand. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.”

      “I can’t explain what it is you do to me,” Nic says, anyway, a hint of desperation in her voice. “It’s like I’m powerless against you.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I gently kiss her on the lips.

      “Let’s not talk,” Nic says. “Are you into some receiving today?”

      “I’m so fucking hot for you.” A grin breaks on my face. I don’t have much experience with it but, for a moment, I wonder if this is what falling in love feels like. This riveting emotion running through you while looking into someone’s eyes. I shake off the thought. I might have come here for a fight, but what exactly I’m fighting for is still undefined.

      Nic grins back and I grow a little addicted to that look on her face. “Good,” she says. She kisses my cheek, then meanders to my ear. “You’re fucking spectacular,” she whispers and then, even though it’s utter madness, I know I’m falling in love. “You make me lose my mind.”

      I kiss her and maneuver myself on top of her again—because it’s where I want to be. When I break from the kiss I push myself up until I’m sitting with my legs spread across her belly.

      “No lube required,” I say, as I take her hand and bring it to the utter wetness between my legs.

      The astounded look on her face is even more addictive.

      “Fuck me,” I say, making sure my breath doesn’t hitch in my throat—because I get off on it so much.

      While Nic’s fingers slide inside me, her other hand finds my breast. I’m so wet and ready and turned on by fucking her like that earlier, her fingers are like pure instruments of pleasure inside me, hitting all the right spots instantly. So much for not being good at receiving. With Nic, I’m very good at a lot of things I usually suck at. Whether I’ll allow myself to is another matter, but I could most certainly fall for her. Why else am I here?

      Nic’s fingers move inside me and all the tension that has built up inside me the past week—after she threw me out of her house—starts to release. All the stress of the premiere and keeping this a secret and just basically being Avery Hall in Hollywood right now.

      And I know it’s wrong to think like this, but Nic has seen me at my most vulnerable in her office. Perhaps to her standards, I wasn’t very emotionally forthcoming, but to mine, I definitely was. It’s wrong that it’s one of the reasons I’m here—and I can never tell anyone, but luckily, I’m very good at keeping my feelings to myself. Because she was my therapist, she sees me differently and I would be lying if I said that’s not part of the attraction. Part of why her fingers inside me make me much more emotional than I’ve ever been during sex. Her thumb is soft on my nipple. I lean toward her hand and take it in mine. I suck her finger deep inside my mouth. She’s already given me so much but I just want more, more, more. Maybe this is an unwinnable fight, but it’s far from over. Because I can’t get enough of her.

      I move my other hand toward my throbbing mess of a clit. My finger grazes hers as I circle it and it’s more than enough for my brain to short-circuit and my body to come so hard, I nearly topple off her.

      I’m all out of bravado when I crash onto the bed. And what the fuck? Is that a tear running down my cheek. No way. I’m so not doing that. I’m so not crying in front of Nic—I’ve already become one cliché; I refuse to become another.

      Nic gathers me in her arms and holds me close. I bury my face in her hair. God, this woman. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      “Are you okay?” she whispers softly after a few minutes.

      “No,” I say, holding onto her. “I really don’t want you to kick me out again.”

      “I’m far from ready to kick you out,” Nic says.

      My heart leaps in my throat. I push myself closer to her warm, intoxicating body.

      She doesn’t kick me out of her bed—or her house—for the rest of the night. But morning always comes and I wake up with a massive pit in my stomach.

      Nic’s already awake, looking at me, her glance unreadable. Or maybe my brain’s not working properly after all those orgasms last night. After seeing Nic come for me again and again and—if I’m honest—falling for her a little more with every climax.

      “Come to my house next time,” I say, before she can speak. “I have all the toys we need.” After we had some dinner and we came back upstairs, Nic confessed that she wished I’d brought a strap. It was one of the sexiest things anyone has ever said to me.

      “Argh,” she groans. “What am I going to do with you?”

      She’s far less distant than the previous time we woke up together. I’d better make the most of it.

      “Let me fuck you and fuck you and fuck you,” I say.

      “You can’t tell Jan about this. That we did it again.” I might have overplayed my hand. Nic is starting to tense up again. I get it. Because she’s the only one who stands to lose something here. “I agreed with her that I wouldn’t see you anymore.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me.”

      Nic shakes her head. “But it shouldn’t have to be. I can’t ask you to lie to your new therapist.” She rolls onto her back and covers her face with her hands. “I really have lost my mind.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, sounding completely inadequate.

      “Nothing about this is okay.” She presses her palms against her eyes. Is she crying?

      “Oh, Nic.” I bring my hand to her belly. At least she doesn’t swat it away.

      With a sigh, she lowers her hands. Her eyes are red rimmed and puffy. “This is an impossible situation.”

      I bite my tongue, because this is no longer my fight. And I’m the one who dropped her right in the middle of this impossible situation.

      “I want you, but I can’t have you,” she says. “And that’s not even the worst of it.”

      “You can have me.” My hand skates down her side and I pull her close. “You already have me.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do, but… Nic, come on. Isn’t this what life is for? This kind of connection? This once-in-a-lifetime feeling?”

      “Only if it’s appropriate.”

      “I know this is extremely difficult for you, but, in the end… does it really matter? If we really want to be together?”

      “It matters a great deal.”

      “Does it really, though?” I dare to push, because I sense that, this morning, Nic is amenable to it. And it beats being kicked out and told we can never see each other again. “When you really think about it.”

      “I’ll lose my practice,” Nic says. “My life’s work.” Her tone is harsher, but her face remains mellow. “Would you give up your career for… I don’t know… this?”

      “I can’t answer that.”

      “Because the answer is no. I would never ask you to make that kind of sacrifice for me. And on top of that, I have to live with the fact that what I did was wrong.”

      “It wasn’t wrong.”

      “It was, but… your experience is different.”

      “All I can say,” I make sure to look her straight in the eye, “is that I want to see you again. I want to keep seeing you. How you make me feel is too precious to give up without a fight.”

      “I understand why you would say that.” Her hand finds mine. “I do, but a wish is not a fact. The point of life is also that you can’t have everything you want.”

      “I won’t accept that.”

      “So you want me to give up my career for you? My reputation? All I’ve worked for the past thirty years?”

      Way to metaphorically punch me in the gut. “That’s hardly fair.” I wriggle my hand out from under hers.

      “I know it’s not fair, Avery. But these are the facts.” She scoffs. “We don’t even know what this is.” I never knew someone scoffing could hurt so much. “It might very well be just an infatuation. Here today, gone if not tomorrow, then at least in a few weeks. I know it’s unfair, but I need to ask myself these questions. Even though I shouldn’t even be in this position. Everything about it is just wrong.”

      “Then why does it feel so fucking good?”

      Nic emits something between a laugh and a sneer. “For some reason, I can’t possibly resist you. I won’t diminish what I feel for you, but the fact is that I can’t be feeling it.”

      “The fact is also that you are.”

      “God, you’re impossible to talk to.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” I place my hand back on her belly, dangerously close to her breasts, but any sexual desire I feel is obliterated by the deflation running through me. I’m not stupid, nor heartless—far from it. I know what she’s asking me. I know what I have to do. “I—I don’t want to, Nic, but I’ll go. You don’t even have to say it this time.”

      Her hand traps mine again. “Hey,” she says. “You’re very special. You made me feel things I haven’t felt in too long. You made me feel alive again and I will never forget that.” Her voice breaks. “I don’t want to let you go, but we both know why I have to.”

      I can only nod while that knot I woke up with earlier solidifies into a rock of cold, hard stone.

      “I know.” I bite back my tears—I’m an actor, I can do that. I don’t want Nic to see me cry. I’m not sure she could handle it. “I will never forget you either.”

      I kiss her softly on the lips, one final time.
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          Nic

        

      

    

    
      At three o’clock on Wednesday, the other chair in my office remains empty. All I can think of, throughout the entire hour, is how Avery’s session with Jan is going. I had plenty of time to come clean to Jan, to tell her that I slept with Avery again—and I didn’t stick to our deal—but, in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I couldn’t bring myself to reduce what was a gorgeous night to just another transgression. To one more sin I have to confess to.

      Avery might or might not tell her. It’s the dice I have to roll. I’ll know soon enough.

      I’m also acutely aware that I should have already reported myself. But I haven’t. Jan was right when she said that sleeping with Avery doesn’t make me less of a therapist for my other clients. I might not recognize certain parts of myself when I look in the mirror, but I know that much.

      Regardless the loss of my reputation, being a therapist isn’t just a job. Helping my clients is my purpose. After Lois died, this profession helped me heal. It made me feel like I mattered. That others relied on me for their well-being.

      My practice was the most powerful motivation to get me out of bed in the morning when I really didn’t want to—and to crawl out of that dark well of grief. Because to be connected through everything that makes us human is the greatest privilege of my work.

      As I often advise my patients, they are not their work. But my work is a big part of me. It’s what has always been there. A constant source of satisfaction but also many other things. And a job can’t get in a stupid accident and die on you—unless, of course, you suddenly display reckless behavior as I’ve done with Avery.

      I can’t let go of this huge part of my life for a crush on a movie star who is twenty years my junior. It would be pure madness. I’ve put so much into this job. Years of training. Of building my practice—and my reputation. Of continued education to keep up with the latest research. Of trying to be the best I can be.

      It’s absolutely unthinkable to give that up. To even consider it. And yet.

      When she came to my house and I crumbled in an instant, for a minute there, I believed I could. That I’d give it all up for her. But for what?

      On my desk, there’s a picture of Lois, and I look at it.

      “What would you do?” I ask my dead wife.

      Thank goodness she can’t answer because Lois was exactly the kind of person who would choose the potential of love over everything else. But it’s not even love. It can’t be love. It’s impossible.

      I might be a little starstruck and definitely in lust and, as a psychologist, I would be wrong to simply dismiss this as mere frivolity, but in the grand scheme of things, I can also see it as fleeting and, in my position, dangerous.

      Yet, I can’t stop thinking about what Avery said when she lay next to me. After she gave me the night of my life, which was different from the first time. I wasn’t tipsy, although I was just as foolish.

      Does any of it matter if we really want to be together?

      The fact that she had it in her to ask me that question is already a kind of answer in itself. Because my brain may say no, but every other bit of me screams yes. Because, of course, I could fall for her like a ton of bricks—or, as Avery would say: a fuckton of fucking bricks.

      There isn’t anything about her that doesn’t thoroughly delight me. How I yearn to take her out for a long, luxurious dinner and flirt all the way through the meal. Get to know her despite her habit of deflecting and her adamance to not show her true feelings. And then to take her home and have her fuck me⁠—

      Stop. I take a breath. But being a therapist isn’t all about the brain. It’s not all logical analytics and rational treatments. Because humans are, ultimately, not logical creatures. We act on instinct and on impulses that, half the time, we don’t even understand because their roots are buried too deep in our consciousness. This much I know.

      Because in my mind—which I’m surely losing—this is still Avery’s time slot with me, I allow myself to entertain the most foolish of notions.

      What if I did see her again? What if I reported myself to the board, lost my license, got suspended, and could no longer practice? And the only upside to that was dating Avery Hall.

      What would I do with myself? I’m not the kind of person who could only be a Hollywood star’s appendix. Her plus-one to parties where I would know many of the guests and they would all be talking about me behind my back—or tell me straight to my face what a disgusting failure I am. What kind of life would that be? And that’s the best-case scenario, one where Avery and I would make it.

      Worst case, I would be left without a job and without love. I’m used to a life without love. I’ve already been through the worst. Surely, getting over Avery is nothing compared to never seeing Lois again.
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          Avery

        

      

    

    
      “You do know why it was wrong?” my new therapist asks. Jan Scott is about ten years older than Nic, I’m guessing, and there’s something a lot more distant about her.

      “I know why some would consider it wrong,” I reply, because nothing anyone says will make me drop Nic in it. I will defend her until I’m all out of words. “But that doesn’t make it wrong. It certainly wasn’t wrong for me.”

      “It’s understandable that you’re drawn to her. Therapy often brings up strong emotions,” Jan says. “But it was Nic’s responsibility to recognize that and remain professional. You were not in a position to hold that boundary.”

      “Don’t make me out like I’m some victim.” I shake my head. “I’m really not.”

      “It’s a therapist’s job to create a safe space where you can explore your feelings without any fear of exploitation. Even if it felt consensual in the moment, which I’m guessing it did to you, a sexual relationship crosses a line in a way that can be very harmful, even if it doesn’t feel like that now.”

      I’m Avery Hall, I want to say, but wisely don’t. But I didn’t come here for a lecture on what Nic did wrong—or how I’m supposed to feel about it. I know how I feel about it. Harmed is the very last thing I feel.

      “I may sound preachy, Avery, but I want to take some time to tell you this.”

      I’d better not let it slip that Nic and I spent another night together. I very much get the feeling Jan might kick me out—so much for creating a safe space. And she could not possibly sound more preachy.

      “No matter how strong or independent you are, there’s a built-in power dynamic in therapy. The therapist has access to your vulnerabilities. Entering into a sexual relationship takes advantage of that imbalance, whether intentionally or not,” Jan continues. “Ethical codes exist not to shame desire but to protect clients. A therapist engaging sexually with a client is considered one of the biggest violations in our field because it undermines the integrity of the entire therapeutic process.”

      “Fuck that,” I say—how I miss Nic as my therapist.

      “No, I won’t ‘fuck that,’” Jan says. “I need you to hear me. It’s important.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry.” I have to give her something. “It’s just not how I experienced it.”

      “Okay.” Jan softens a touch, but I’ve hardly warmed to her instantly. “How did you experience it?”

      Oh. She’s really asking me that? “As an amazing night.” I start by toning things down considerably.

      “Why was it amazing?” Jan peers at me over the thick rim of her glasses.

      “We just clicked in a way that… I haven’t clicked with anyone in a long time. Maybe never.”

      “What do you mean by ‘clicked’?”

      I can hardly say that it was just staggeringly hot to fuck Nic. “Like, um, we were on the same wavelength or something.”

      “Looking back now on that night, though,” Jan’s voice is soft. “Can you honestly say that Nic being your therapist had nothing to do with how she made you feel?”

      “No, of course not,” I blurt out. “Because she was my therapist, and it’s how we met.”

      “You’re aware that Nic has transferred her notes to me. That I know why you sought help.”

      Duh. I nod. “Yeah.” Fucking therapy. I’m so done with it. But I have a point to prove as well.

      “Admittedly, this is an unusual situation and I understand why you have your guard up, Avery. You care about Nic. You may even think you have feelings for her.”

      “The thought of never seeing her again is almost unbearable,” I say.

      “Is it, really?” Jan asks.

      I scoff. “Fuck, yeah. I really like her. She’s so special.”

      “She may be special, but surely she’s not the only special woman in all of Los Angeles.”

      “It’s hard to put into words.” Argh. “I’m not very good at relationships or flirting, even, but with Nic… it was so easy. All I want is to see her again.”

      “Perhaps also because you can’t? Because the forbidden aspect of it fuels your desire?”

      “No. I see why it may look that way, but that has nothing to do with it.”

      “I don’t want to presume, but someone like you must have her fair share of admirers?”

      I think of the photographer’s assistant flirting with me last week and how all I could think of was that she wasn’t Nic. “Yeah,” I say on a sigh, as though it’s a burden. “But women like that… they only approach me because they’ve seen me in a movie. Because I’m famous now. I’m not into that.”

      “Fair enough.” Jan actually manages a smile. “What are you into?”

      My head is still filled to the brim with Nic. “Someone who… just sees me for who I am.” I can’t sit here with a straight face and claim that Nic was not interested in the famous actor part of me. She told me how many times she watched Queer Girl Summer. Still, it was different with her.

      “And who is that?” Jan asks.

      I huff out some air. Fuck if I know, I think, but I suppress another expletive because I get the impression Jan is far less fond of my language than Nic.

      “I shoved some nitwit in a bar and apparently it says a lot about my personality and what I struggle with, so here I am.” I’m aware of how flippant I sound—as though what I really want to say is: you figure it out.

      Jan lets a silence fall that I don’t feel very inclined to fill.

      She studies her notes for a moment—oh, how I’d love to have a look at those—then says, “When do you feel most proud of yourself?”

      “Proud of myself?” That question comes out of left field, although, instantly, I think of making Nic come with my fingers last Sunday. “I’m not someone who goes around feeling very proud of myself.”

      “Why is that? You’ve accomplished quite a lot, haven’t you?”

      It’s impossible to say if Jan’s question is genuine or if she’s trying to make me say something—if she’s manipulating me. But maybe that’s just me.

      “Have I? I played in a soap for ten years and then I played a lesbian in a very lesbian movie.”

      “That’s hardly nothing,” Jan says.

      “I love acting. I’m passionate about it but the whole fame thing is so out of proportion. To be made to feel better than others simply because my face is shown on a screen is something I can’t stand. I think it’s ridiculous and dishonest and it’s what I hate the most about this town. And my job.”

      “You could have chosen a more low-key project than Queer Girl Summer.”

      I shake my head. “No one could have predicted that it would become such a massive hit. Three lesbians going into the woods to find themselves?” I chuckle. “It’s not exactly blockbuster material.”

      “On my way in, I saw your face on a billboard for your new movie.”

      “Yeah, the premiere was last week.” Unlike Queer Girl Summer, Deadline for Love is meticulously conceived to be a blockbuster. “That’s how it goes in Hollywood. I have an A-list agent now. According to her, it’s only just begun and the sky is the limit.”

      “Yet you sound ambivalent.”

      “It’s just… such a contrast with where I come from.”

      “Which is?” I’m sure it’s in her notes, but Jan probably wants me to say it—wants to examine my body language when I do.

      “I grew up in a trailer park in Indiana. We didn’t have any money. There wasn’t much room for feelings and stuff like that.”

      “Stuff like that?”

      “I’m nothing like these girly, dainty characters I play,” I ignore Jan’s question. “And all this glitz and glamor. Don’t get me wrong. Money is the best thing in the world, and I’m glad my mom lives in a nice house now, but inane flattery often has the opposite effect on me. I’m not receptive to it because… it doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Why do you think it doesn’t mean anything?” So this is what it’s like to be counseled by a therapist I don’t think of as hot. Borderline boring and excruciatingly annoying.

      Ostentatiously, I look at my watch. In the room with Nic, time always flew. Here one minute seems to last an hour. And I can’t flirt my way out of a conversation thread I’d rather avoid.

      “Five more minutes,” Jan says. “And for the record, I think it’s good that you’re here.” She throws in a smile. “Do you think you can answer my question?”

      “Because I don’t believe it.”

      “You don’t or you can’t?”

      “Both. What’s the difference?”

      “The difference is,” Jan says. “That perhaps you find it hard to believe something flattering about yourself because, deep down, you don’t believe you’re worth someone saying something nice about you.”

      “Maybe.” I shrug.

      “Maybe,” Jan repeats. “You’ve done really well, Avery. Will you come back next week?”

      “Yes.” I’m not lying. I know that Nic wants me to continue therapy. And even though I can’t talk about her all that much, I may need some help getting over her. Who better to assist me than the new therapist she got me?
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      Wednesday evening, Jan calls me. Palms sweating, I pick up.

      “I will never condone it,” Jan says. “But in my opinion, Avery isn’t hurt by what happened. Although you’re still very present in her mind.”

      This whole situation is so surreal. I shouldn’t have a colleague calling me about this. Yet I find myself in the middle of this drama of my creation, Avery still very present in my mind as well.

      “She has a lot of work to do on herself,” Jan says. “I think you were an excellent distraction from the difficult task of therapy.”

      Of course, I was. I still am. Maybe guilt is the only way for me to really snap out of this.

      “I’m not going to report you to the board,” Jan says. “In this specific situation, I don’t feel obliged to.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If you decide to self-report, I can speak to some people. You violated the code, Nic, but I don’t think losing your license is an appropriate punishment here.”

      “I’m still considering it,” I say and it’s an awful feeling to be grateful to my friend but also, at the same time, to be deceiving her. Because that’s exactly what I’m doing. Because I slept with Avery again—a fact Avery clearly didn’t share with her new therapist.

      “Keep me in the loop,” Jan says. “How are you doing?” she asks, surprising me.

      I can’t tell her I’m this close to falling apart. That I barely recognize my reflection in the mirror because of how I feel about Avery. That I hate myself for omitting a crucial fact but not enough to do the right thing. This kind of ambivalence can’t go on for too long. I will only drive myself up the wall.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say, because, in the end, won’t I be? There’s no real reason to believe I can’t get past this. I know exactly what to do—or not do—yet it’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Not see Avery again. To accept that I may never again feel how she made me feel.

      “I’m here if you need me,” Jan says. “As your friend.”

      After we hang up, it’s not relief that floods me. It’s an intolerable combination of lust, not feeling like myself, and the same agonizing restlessness that settled over me after Lois died, that I thought I had expelled. That foreboding sense that nothing will ever be the same again.

      What worries me most, however, is that I’m wholly unable to put this into perspective. As a fifty-four-year-old therapist with decades of experience who has had to process her wife’s unexpected death, I should have the required tools to give this fling its rightful place. To clearly see it for what it is. A two-night stand that has nowhere to go. I know this, but the problem is that I don’t feel it.

      That’s why I only make it until Friday.
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      Friday evening, I do the opposite of what I should be doing. Instead of deleting Avery’s contact details from my phone, I send her a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can we talk?

      

      

      

      

      

      I ask.

      She replies immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. Come over?

      

      

      

      

      

      Our text exchange is brief and lightning quick—possibly the only way it can be—and twelve minutes later, I park my car in her driveway.

      She opens the door before I can announce myself, as though she’s been scanning the street for my arrival.

      The second I clasp eyes on her, I know I’ve completely lost it. When I speak, when I say the one thing I’ve come to say—the very thing I’ve not been able to get out of my head—I’m absolutely certain that the last of my common sense has crumbled into a pile of dust.

      “I need you to fuck me with that strap-on,” I say.

      “Nic.” Avery all but pushes me against the front door. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything,” I say and as I do, I throw my career out of the window. I know it now and I knew it on the drive over and I knew it when I texted her. Because I might have told myself a fairytale of wanting to see her one last time—wanting her to finally fuck me the way she promised me on our first night—and then be totally done with it, but I’m not too far gone to know, in my heart of hearts, where it really matters, that it’s just another lie.

      I’m a junkie for her. I can’t stop. I can’t get enough. And there’s no rehab for this particular kind of infatuation.

      “Your wish is my command, Doc,” Avery whispers in my ear.

      I nearly crash to my knees as she presses her lips to my neck, then kisses me full on the mouth.

      “Come on,” she says when she breaks the kiss and holds out her hand to me. I have no idea what her house looks like on the inside—and don’t ask me what it looks like on the outside, either. I only have eyes for her. Avery is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. She gets under my skin in a way that completely undoes me. I want her with a ferociousness that’s so powerful, I will let it destroy my entire professional life.
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      There are no straps on the toy Avery is holding. Times have changed since I last did this. So much has changed. I have changed most of all—into the kind of woman who does this. Who drove over here with only this as her purpose.

      “I need you to get me ready first.” Avery’s fully naked, her spectacular breasts rising with each breath. She’s like a flame I’m about to step into, knowing full well how I’ll burn.

      Avery cups her breasts for a moment, as if offering them to me, before sliding one palm down her stomach.

      Her fingers dip between her thighs, easing herself open, and it’s a sight I never want to look away from.

      “On your knees,” she says, as though it’s completely normal for her to speak to me like that.

      But I kneel naked before her, as though this is all I do.

      She doesn’t have to instruct me further. Like magnet to magnet, my tongue is pulled to the apex of her thighs. I place my hands on her ass and my lips on her clit.

      Avery’s already plenty wet but it’s my utmost pleasure to lick her until she’s dripping. She has one hand in my hair while the other holds the toy—I can see it, looming tantalizingly, out of the corner of my eye.

      I have to wonder if this is why I can’t resist her. If this power she has over me is somehow addictive. Is it purely a matter of chemistry between us? And if so, can that really be so strong that I’m willing to lose it all? But then she presses herself against me, and her scent is so intoxicating my own clit starts to pulse uncontrollably between my thighs.

      Avery steps back and I’m left gasping, wanting more of her. Instead, I watch her.

      She guides the shorter end of the toy inside herself with an ease that makes my throat go dry. When she straightens, the sleek shaft juts out from her, like a seamless extension of her body, and my entire skin breaks out in goosebumps. She grins at me, radiating pure sex, and I swear I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want her in this moment.

      She steps toward me and puts her hands on my shoulder. Gently, she pushes me toward the bed, her confidence so absolute I can only follow. The sheets are cool against the back of my thighs, every one of my nerves alight with anticipation while she remains standing, all fire and control. For a heartbeat, she just looks at me. Her grin softens into something darker and far hungrier, letting me know she wants this just as much as I do.

      She joins me on the bed, and the weight of her body presses me down. The toy brushes against my stomach with every shift of her hips. The firm silicone against my skin sends a hot jolt through me, and my breath already catches in my throat.

      I reach for her, needing to feel her, to reassure myself that this is real. That she’s real.

      Her mouth finds mine, and I clutch her closer, torn between wanting this kiss to last forever and aching for what I know is coming.

      When Avery pulls back, it’s to reach for the bottle of lube waiting on the nightstand, her eyes never leaving mine. The soft click of the cap and the glide of her fingers as she slicks the toy make my clit thump with wild anticipation.

      Before I can catch my breath, those same fingers trail between my thighs, wet and sure, spreading me open. Her touch is gentle but commanding, sliding easily against my heat, and I arch up to meet her. She circles me once, twice, before slipping inside, and the low groan that escapes my throat is as much surrender as it is need.

      Every stroke of her fingers is another rule I abandon, another line I cross, and still, I can’t bring myself to care. All I know is the flood of utter relief as I let go. As I give myself to Avery as though she’s the only thing keeping me alive in this world.

      She withdraws her fingers, then presses the tip of the toy against me. My body stills in answer. The first slow push steals the air from my lungs. When she sinks deeper, I cling onto her shoulders, trembling with a thrilling mix of fullness and release.

      A shiver ripples through me as my walls tighten around her, dragging a whimper from my throat.

      Avery pauses inside me, her gaze locking with mine, and in that moment it feels like she’s not just taking my body, but also my very soul. Her eyes soften, and I see something there that startles me. Something impossible—something that feels too close to love.

      When she finally moves again, it’s slow and deliberate, as if she wants to prove with every thrust that she’s not just inside me, but with me. And every delicious stroke of that toy inside me, that Avery wields so expertly, is another nail in the coffin of my career, yet I’ve never felt more alive.

      Her breath feathers over my cheek with every movement, warm and intimate, pulling me further under her spell. The fullness is overwhelming, each deep glide sending a wave of pleasure through me. Every shift of her hips grinds the toy against a place inside me I’d forgotten could throb with such abandon. My body greedily clenches around her as if wanting to hold her there forever.

      This is why I came here. To have that silly promise she made me—which was just a coy comment made in the moment—fulfilled. Now, with every stroke, I understand it was never just about a promise, but about surrendering to the part of me that wants to be completely undone.

      Avery’s hand slips from my hip, fumbling for something on the nightstand, but she never breaks the rhythm of her thrusts. I’m too far gone to question it, lost in the joy of her body pressed to mine, until I hear a faint click. She smiles down at me, knowingly wicked, and in that instant I realize she’s about to push me beyond another point of no return.

      The toy shudders to life inside me, a sudden, thrumming pulse that rips a cry from my throat. The deep stretch of her thrusts is now paired with a vibration that rattles through my core, melting every single one of my nerve endings. My back arches off the mattress, helpless to this new wave of sensation, and Avery only presses in deeper, watching me unravel.

      Her own moans are surprisingly desperate, and I realize the vibrations are coursing through her just as fiercely. Beads of sweat glisten along her collarbone as she moves, her jaw tighter, her eyes glazed with the same bliss flooding me. For the first time tonight, I see her lose control, her rhythm faltering as the toy works her body as much as it does mine.

      The sight of her unraveling with me makes everything more intense. Every pulse of vibration is a tidal wave crashing through us both. I scratch at Avery’s back, nails digging in, as if holding her closer can steady the storm brewing in my body. Our moans mingle together, ragged and helpless, until there’s no telling where my pleasure ends and hers begins.

      When Avery’s head tips slightly back and she cries out, her body bucking against mine, the sight detonates something deep inside me. The vibration, the stretch, the sound of her coming apart—it all collides in a blinding rush that tears through me with merciless force.

      I shatter around her, wave after wave tearing me apart, and when she finally collapses onto me, the weight of her only drives me higher, as if I’ll never come back down.

      For long moments we just lie there, our hearts beating wildly against each other’s chests. My breath unwilling to steady because it’s crystal clear to me now that this is more than just sex, than just an infatuation. It still can’t be love, but it’s more than lust. It’s a connection that I’d never thought I’d make again.

      Either way, whatever it is, I can’t possibly walk away from it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      “This is so much fucking better than therapy,” I say, once I can speak again.

      Nic chuckles beneath me, and I’m so glad she’s up for a joke. But, honestly, after that climax, I don’t think her legs have any power left in them to carry her out of my bed. My own body is limp against hers—lazy and wholly fulfilled.

      “You could charge for that kind of service,” Nic says. “You’re uniquely talented and full of surprises.” She shakes her head. “I really wasn’t expecting that.”

      The toy lies discarded on the bed next to us. I can’t help but laugh, because, yes, I did surprise her—oh, that look on her face—but I’ve experienced nothing like this with anyone else.

      I look at her and brush a strand of damp hair from her forehead, pretending to be casual when really I’m terrified by how much I don’t want her to leave.

      Her heavy-lidded eyes meet mine, and it feels like she’s seeing all the way through me. I want to crack another joke, keep it light, but the words stick in my throat because this is no longer just playful banter. The air between us is thick with satisfied lust, but also with the impossible question of where we go from here.

      But Nic came here for me. When she texted me earlier, I dropped my phone out of my trembling hands because of the shock. Once again, I believed I’d never see her again. That’s twice now. I’m no therapist, but it very much looks like a pattern is emerging.

      “I know we need to talk.” Nic’s fingers caress my back. “But how about we kiss instead?”

      I’m in my bed so this might well be a dream, yet it’s real. That toy is real. Nic’s warm body beneath me is real. Her asking me to kiss her again is also very real.

      So I kiss her like there’s no tomorrow because, once again, there might very well not be one. Although I’m no longer convinced that’s the case. We kiss to slow time, to postpone the inevitable. I kiss and kiss her and pretend this is actually allowed. That Nic is allowed to date me and sleep in my bed every night and wake up next to me and—the fantasy cuts off my breath. Because I don’t know what this is. I suck at relationships and while I can hardly call this a relationship—nor do I want to call it an affair because that makes it sound so cheap—it is something. And I might very well suck at it all the same.

      I withdraw from the kiss and Nic stares up at me, her eyes a little moist but her gaze full of warmth and openness.

      “You’re like crack to me,” she whispers, her hand roaming through my hair. “It’s like I need you now.”

      “I’m cheap, and there’s an endless supply of me.”

      Nic shakes her head. “You and your wisecracks.”

      “More crack. Why not?”

      “Argh,” she groans. “I just don’t know anymore, Avery.”

      But there isn’t an endless supply of wisecracks. In my session with Jan, she laid out in great detail why this can’t be happening. While I disagree with every single reason she stated, the facts remain the same. This is the end of Nic’s career.

      “I can’t believe you texted me,” I say, because even though we could kiss forever, we do also need to talk.

      “Neither can I,” Nic says. “The urge to see you was obviously stronger than everything else.”

      “What happens now?”

      “I may be fifty-four but I think I have another round left in me.” She grins up at me.

      Before I can tease her for being greedy, she’s already pushing me down. Her grin lingers before she trails slow kisses down my throat, over my chest, pausing to take a nipple between her lips. She teases me with her hands, stroking the inside of my thighs but never quite where I’m most desperate for her. By the time she settles between my legs, I’m trembling with impatience, every nerve tuned to the promise of her mouth. Maybe I really am like crack to her. It sure feels that way.

      She breathes me in first, her lips ghosting over my skin, her tongue flicking just close enough to make me moan in frustration. Her fingers spread me open and the cool air hits me, making me shiver before the heat of her mouth finally follows. The first slow lick undoes me completely, a long, deliberate stroke that has my hips rising off the bed in helpless welcome.

      The aftershock of that staggering climax earlier is still pulsing through me, and yet her tongue makes me feel like I’m starting all over again. Every stroke is different—softer, wetter, more intimate—and it pushes me toward a high I didn’t think my body was capable of. I grasp at the sheets, completely powerless and desperate for more of her.

      Often, I’m too self-conscious to fully enjoy this. I’m too quick to turn the focus back on my partner, because it’s safer—and easier. But with Nic, all I want is to give in, to open wider, to let her have me in a way I usually don’t allow. It feels like she’s rewriting me with every lick, stripping away all my resistance until there’s nothing left but want.

      The orgasm tears through me suddenly and unstoppably, my cry raw in the room as I explode against her mouth. My body bucks uncontrollably, every nerve blazing, and still she licks me through it, coaxing every last tremor out of me. When I finally collapse back into the pillows, I feel spent in a way that leaves me trembling for reasons far beyond sex.

      Nic gathers me in her arms and gives me the time I need to recover.

      “You make me excellent at receiving,” I whisper, taken aback by the croak in my voice.

      “Is that your way of saying I bring out the best in you?” If that’s meant to be a joke, it can’t be deduced from the tone of Nic’s voice.

      “You make me forget to hold back,” I confess. Again, I’m taken aback by my blatant honesty. “You’re officially the best therapist I should never have slept with.” My joke in bad taste instantly undoes the vibe between us. And I immediately regret it.

      “Wow.” Nic’s palm finds the nape of my neck, two fingers digging in with just enough pressure to make me really feel it—or is she trying to tell me something with this gesture? “I guess I deserved that.”

      “You didn’t. I’m sorry.” I push the back of my head against her hand. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s okay.” Nic shifts on her side. I follow suit so we face each other. “The truth’s the truth.”

      She traces a fingertip along the rim of my ear.

      “I didn’t think it through again,” Nic says. “You seem to have that effect on me.”

      “That’s what drug—” Nic silences me by bringing her fingertip to my lips.

      “Even though I was more than happy to forget about the consequences of my actions, they didn’t just magically disappear. I know what I have to do.” Her finger falls away and she cups my cheek in her palm. “All I ask of you, for a little while longer, is that you don’t tell anyone. I know that’s difficult, but I need to get my ducks in a row. I can’t just close my practice from one day to the next. I need some time.”

      “You can ask me anything.”

      Nic expels a small sigh. “This includes not telling your therapist about us.” She briefly closes her eyes. “Jan will be furious when she finds out because she gave me the benefit of the doubt. She trusted me to do the right thing. And I did the complete opposite.”

      “My lips are sealed.” I’d do anything to make this easier for Nic. I have nothing to lose, while she stands to lose everything.

      “Is it not hard for you to keep this to yourself? All these emotions… I’m sure you want to share with your friends. To take some of the pressure off.”

      “Well, I have Derek and Ben,” I blurt out, quickly realizing my mistake. God damn it. These orgasms are messing with my brain power.

      “What do you mean?” Nic’s eyebrows knit together in a frown.

      I tell her about running into Derek at the Deadline for Love premiere and him inviting me to his house.

      Nic scoffs. “I can’t believe he didn’t tell me.”

      “It was before I came to see you last week.”

      “I trust Derek to keep our secret, but that’s hardly the point.” Nic shakes her head. “But it just goes to show how difficult it is to keep something like this hidden.” The sigh that follows is full of despair. “I don’t want that for us.”

      “What do you want for us?” My heart leaps all the way into my throat.

      “I just want… a normal start to… what could be something.” She swallows hard. “I’m sorry that I will never be able to give that to you.”

      “What’s normal, anyway?” I scoot a little closer. Is this Nic telling me she wants to keep seeing me?

      “Certainly not this.” Even with her face all torn between how she—clearly—feels about me and doing what’s right according to the ethics board, Nic looks absolutely scrumptious. “The problem is…” Nic’s hand drifts along my back to my behind. “That I don’t seem to give a fuck.” She cups my cheek in her hand.

      Her hand on my ass is tender and possessive all at once. It makes me want to never move from this bed. Mostly, it makes me realize how much I already crave every single touch from her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      How am I waking up next to Avery Hall again? But I just have to look at her sleeping form to know—to feel it in every fiber of my being. Sometimes, the choices we make—no matter how life-changing and huge—are not conscious ones. They’re made on a whim, like my decision last night. Although I can hardly still call this a whim. It’s so much more than that.

      It’s the way she disarms me with a joke when I’m about to get too serious. It’s how she walked into this whole thing without flinching. And it’s the simple, devastating truth that I’d rather risk everything than miss out on this fire between us.

      Of course, Avery is movie-star gorgeous. But it’s the unguarded version of her—her mouth full of f-bombs and a swagger that could never be scripted—that floors me the most. She may be a movie star to the world, yet to me she’s the woman I’ve fallen for insanely hard.

      Avery’s lashes flutter and then she blinks at me, a slow smile curving her lips as if she can’t quite believe I’m actually here.

      “Hey,” she says, her voice deliciously rough with sleep.

      I brush my thumb across her cheek, unable to stop myself, and for a moment it feels like we’re the only two people in the world. If only we were.

      She shifts closer, tucking herself against me as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. Her warmth seeps into me and I can’t remember the last time I felt so at ease in someone’s arms.

      “Morning, sex addict,” she mumbles into my shoulder, and I can’t help but laugh at how unfiltered she is straight out of sleep.

      “Careful,” I tease, brushing a kiss against her hair, “or I’ll make it a full-time job.” I’ll have plenty of time for that soon enough.

      She lifts her head, eyes still heavy with sleep but already sparkling. “Then maybe today we should try doing something other than having sex. To see if we also like each other with clothes on.”

      “Whatever will we do, though, if we can’t leave the house?” I almost can’t believe how much I want her again. How much I want to use that toy that gave us so much pleasure last night on her. But she’s right. That we’re sexually compatible has already been established. That we have chemistry for days is a given. But all we’ve had is sex—and therapy. We need to know what else is there.

      “Did you have plans for today before you rushed over here in a sex-crazed stupor?” Avery really can’t get enough of goading me—and I can’t get enough of her doing it.

      “I barely remember what day of the week it is.”

      “I’ll take the blame for that as well.” Avery brushes her lips against my cheek.

      “If it’s Saturday, I have dinner with my sister tonight.” I huff out some air.

      “My agent, you mean?” Avery smirks at me. “Surely you can bring me to such a cozy family dinner.”

      Thinking of Leslie drops me straight back into reality. After Derek, she will be the first person I tell. It’s hard to predict how my sister will react, but it will be a good litmus test.

      “Not yet,” I dare to say. I might as well now. “What are your plans?”

      “Consider all my plans cancelled,” Avery says.

      “You don’t have to change your day for me,” I lie, because I want to spend every minute of it getting to know Avery better.

      “A hike with Stella before lunch, and tonight Sienna’s doing something for Justine at this Korean restaurant none of us can get enough of.”

      “Min-Ji’s?” Even my sister has trouble getting a table there these days. I can only dream of eating there without securing a booking months in advance.

      “You know it?”

      “It’s definitely no longer Los Angeles’s best-kept secret.”

      “Justine is always a guest of honor there.”

      I check my watch. “When’s your hike?” It’s a quarter past nine, not a time I would usually still be in bed, but this Saturday is hardly an ordinary one.

      “Fuck the hike.” Avery rolls away from me. “The number of times Stella has canceled on me because of Silas.” She reaches for her phone. “She won’t mind me flaking out at the last minute.”

      “What are you going to tell her?”

      “No need for me to go cougar-spotting in the mountains because I already have one in my bed.” Avery says it with the kind of straight face worthy of ten Oscars.

      I laugh heartily and it feels so good. Because the situation might not be ideal, but I’m no longer torn apart by ambivalence. I know what I want. I glance at Avery as she texts Stella, and there’s not a doubt left in my mind.

      “You’re too much.” I pretend to gasp. “This cougar hasn’t even seen your new movie yet. Can we watch it?”

      “Wouldn’t you rather watch Queer Girl Summer again?” Avery puts her phone away and turns to me with a big grin on her face.

      “I feel like I’m in it,” I joke, because the mood has taken a turn toward the silly.

      “Queer Cougar Summer, then,” Avery says.

      Not since Lois has laughing with someone felt so effortless.

      “That would be a good sequel. Older women need more representation on the screen.”

      “Are you volunteering for a part?” Avery shuffles dangerously close again. “I know the director. I can put in a good word for you.” Her lips find my ear. “I will tell her all about your extraordinary skills.”

      Her whisper sends a shiver down my spine, and before I can summon a clever comeback her mouth is on mine again, as hungry and insistent as last night. So much for spending the day doing something else—because with Avery, every plan seems to start and end in bed.
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      When I lounge by Avery’s pool, naked because I had no reason to bring a bikini, I can’t help but feel as though I have stepped straight into the Queer Girl Summer universe. The sun soaks into my skin, and despite the turmoil in my brain, my muscles hum with deep satisfaction.

      From the kitchen, I hear the clatter of pans. At least for a little while longer, the world beyond these walls doesn’t exist. There’s only sunshine, the glint of the pool, and the knowledge that Avery is cooking me brunch. It’s indulgent and unreal, but isn’t that what falling in love is supposed to feel like? Because I am falling in love. I’m also giving into it because, quite frankly, I don’t seem to have another choice. I wouldn’t be here if did.

      “Your breakfast is served, Madam,” Avery calls.

      I slip into the oversized T-shirt she left me and make my way to the shaded table under the porch. Waiting there are two plates with a poached egg perched on toast, topped with guacamole, fresh salsa, and a sprinkle of cilantro.

      “I’m already impressed,” I say as I sit down, “and I haven’t even tasted it yet.”

      “I can’t disappoint my cougar.” Avery flashes me a grin.

      I might have to chat with her about the cougar references, even though I used to tease Lois with being much older than me as well. I can hardly hold it against Avery now just because I’m the older party—Lois most certainly never did.

      I take a bite and it’s like an explosion of the most delicious flavors in my mouth. “Wow,” I say. “Even better than that very special dish you served last night.” When I sit this close to her, my body can’t help but thrum with excitement—and the memory of that toy is still extremely prevalent.

      “I’d better give up acting and open a restaurant then,” Avery deadpans, and I fall in love with her a little more. “You did say I should charge for my excellent services.”

      “I’d love to take you to a proper restaurant,” I muse—out loud. “Take you out, I mean.”

      “Shall I make a reservation when I’m at Min-ji’s tonight?” Avery’s gaze on me is warm but also a little inquisitive. “It takes so long to get a table there, maybe by the time of our booking, we can go out together.”

      “Is that what you want?” I ask—I have to. “To go out with me?” That I want to date her is a no-brainer, but that she would want to do the same with me is, in my opinion, far less obvious.

      “You have to ask?” She tilts her head, a crooked smile tugging at her lips, as if the question really is too absurd to ask. The certainty in her voice is so unshakable, it makes the chaos in my head go quiet for a few moments.

      Perhaps I didn’t have to ask. Because there’s what we say with words and then there’s what we say in all the other ways we speak. Avery came to me last week. She kept my secret. She just made me breakfast. All of that might still leave plenty of room for ambiguity, but that’s also a big part of falling in love. The insecurity. The never fully knowing despite the delicious interpreting of clues. The most delightful guessing game in the history of humankind. Is she into me? I have no doubt Avery’s into me. It’s hardly the issue here.

      I shake my head and, under the table, her foot finds mine. She rubs her ankle against mine and the touch of her skin, also, tells me everything I need to know.

      “Can I ask you something?” Avery looks me in the eye.

      “Anything.” I take another bite of the dish she prepared, wondering if it tastes so good because she made it for me.

      “Are you scared?”

      “Hm.” I take a beat. “Yeah. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I can guess and the guess is not a pretty scenario but, in the end, I don’t know because I can’t predict the future.”

      “If there’s anything at all I can do to help, you have to tell me, Nic.” She gives a small nod. “I’ll talk to anyone you need to convince that this is completely consensual.”

      “There might be people who want to talk to you,” I say. “Thank you.”

      “It’s the least I can do.” Avery drops her fork.

      “Do you feel guilty?” I ask.

      “It’s hard not to.” She leans back in her chair, and our feet lose contact. “I’m very good at not thinking about stuff that’s too difficult to deal with, but this is different. This is your life.” She finds my gaze again. “Your life that I want to be a part of, even though I’m well aware of the cost.”

      I let her continue.

      “I hate that you have to give up your practice for me.” Avery’s voice does tremble now.

      “Unfortunately, it’s an all-or-nothing situation.” I take a moment to breathe around the pit in my stomach. “But the fact that I’m here, with you, tells me it’s worth it.” I may say that—and I mean it in this moment—but only time will tell whether that’s really true or not.

      “What will you do?” Avery asks.

      “You were going to get me a part in the Queer Girl Summer sequel.” I can’t believe what I’m saying. Deflecting with a joke is such a classic Avery move. “Or is professional cougar a viable means of employment these days?”

      Avery goes very still, not reacting to my silliness at all. She clears her throat. “If you need money, I can help.”

      The sincerity in her voice makes my chest tighten. I don’t need Avery’s money, but the fact that she’s offering moves me deeply. No one has tried to take care of me in a long time.

      “That is very kind of you to offer.” I lean toward her and reach for her hand. “But I’ve made plenty of money.” And Lois left me more than enough when she died, teaching me the most valuable lesson of all: love is worth so much more than all the money in the world. I’d give everything I have, including my practice, to have Lois back. Out of nowhere, a tear wells in my eye. I wipe it away with my napkin.

      “I do know how much you charge,” Avery jokes, but her smile doesn’t come close to reaching her eyes. She squeezes my hand gently.

      “Yes, I’m scared and, yes, I do feel foolish for doing this, but… there’s something inside me that compels me to be with you so strongly, I can’t resist it and… this is going to sound even more crazy, but… I think it’s Lois. I mean, not really her, obviously. I’m not that far gone. But the fact that I lost her. That I know what it’s like… how crushing it is to lose your person. I think that is what is subconsciously compelling me to take this crazy leap with you. Because you make me feel something that I’ve only ever felt with her. With the biggest love of my life. I can’t ignore that. Then, I would really be a fool.” Tears rain down my cheeks.

      Avery rises from her chair and pushes mine back. The position is awkward, but she curls her arms around my neck and holds me as close as she can. I cling to her for a few breaths, letting the commotion inside me settle against the warmth of her body. “What I’m trying to say,” I murmur, “is that I know what this is. And I can’t turn away from it. I know what I’m doing.”

      Avery settles back in her chair but drags it closer to mine. She takes my hand in hers and turns to me. “What was she like? Lois?”

      Five years down the line, I can think of my late wife with tenderness again instead of only the sharp pain of grief.

      “She was a force of nature.” I try to look Avery in the eye, at least for a moment. “She didn’t bother with a sentence if it didn’t have at least one f-word in it.” I sink into my chair, clinging onto Avery’s hand. “She was fearless. Perhaps, too fearless. She was loud and very present in a room. And stubborn…” I still roll my eyes at the memory. “But she was also generous. Kind. She loved me… with such abandon.” There goes another tear rolling down my cheek. “And it was completely mutual.” I take a moment. “She was the worst driver in the world, I swear to you. She should not have been allowed a driver’s license, in my opinion. But before her crash, she’d never even had an accident. Nothing. Never a scratch on the car, so I didn’t have a leg to stand on when it came to that. Until…” I take a shuddering breath. “She crashed. The impact was so big, she must have died instantly. That’s what I was told, anyway. That she didn’t suffer. That she died the way she lived, flying down the highway.”

      “I’m so sorry, Nic.” Both Avery’s hands cover mine.

      “I know,” I say between shallow breaths, “that she would want this for me. This thing between us—she would want me to explore it.” I manage to expel a deeper breath before continuing. “More than anything, I know that Lois would want me to find love again.” I peer at our hands—at Avery’s strong hands covering mine. “It hasn’t happened… until now.”

      Avery’s eyes are moist as well. “If this is what it feels like,” she says. “If this is what it means to you.” Her voice is but a whisper. “How can anyone ever think it’s wrong?”

      If only it were that straightforward.
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      The day has been almost perfect, apart from the fact that I couldn’t bring Nic to this dinner with my friends.

      “I was terribly miffed you canceled our hike,” Stella teases me out of earshot of the others. “I wanted to ask about your, um, situation.” She gives me a once-over. “I don’t have to ask, though. Nor do I need to ask what you’ve been up to all day. If ever anyone has perfected the just-fucked look, it’s you. You’re glowing with post-orgasmic bliss.”

      It’s a hard thing to deny, especially to such a close friend, but I gave Nic my word.

      “Not here,” I whisper in Stella’s ear. “We’ll go on that hike soon. I promise.”

      The food is as scrumptious as ever at Min-ji’s, where our table gets the royal treatment because of Justine’s presence. The restaurant’s owner spent time in Justine’s shelter for LGBTQIA youths in her teens and she’s forever grateful to Justine for how she steered her life in the right direction.

      While Sienna regales us with a wild tale about her dad, Bobby Bright, I think of Nic. Of the amazing day—and night—we spent together but also of what she told me about her late wife. Sienna’s dad died in a motorcycle accident. Her chopsticks flail dramatically—she is her father’s daughter, after all—as she’s getting to the punchline when someone’s phone buzzes on the table.

      “Sorry,” Stella says. Sienna and I have been told a million times that when you’re a parent to a small child, putting your phone on silent and away in your purse is simply not an option. Stella looks at the screen. Then I feel my own phone vibrating in my pocket. Since Stella is checking hers, I take the liberty to check mine, hoping for a naughty message from Nic.

      “What the fuck,” Stella says.

      It takes a few moments for my brain to process what I’m seeing. Various of my group chats have shared the same picture and link to an article on TMZ. The picture is of Nic getting into her car outside my house. The article’s headline reads:

      
        
        Exclusive: Dr. Nic, Therapist to the Stars, in Forbidden Affair with Avery Hall.

      

      

      My heart pounding in my chest, I skim the article. I read things like: ‘Therapist caught making house calls to Avery Hall’ and ‘Sources say: Avery Hall hooked on her Hollywood shrink.’

      Stella stares at me, her mouth agape.

      “It’s TMZ,” Sienna says matter-of-factly, glancing at Stella’s screen. “So we know for a fact it’s bullshit.” She gives me a look that doesn’t exactly convey blind belief in what she just claimed.

      “Yeah,” I say, the tremor in my voice surely giving away my lie. Because it is true and, for all I care, it can be all over the tabloids. But for Nic’s sake, it really can’t.

      I also can’t lie to my friends now and come back on my words later. I’m all for keeping Nic’s secret, but what’s the point in doing that any longer now? Fucking paparazzi.

      “Avery,” Justine’s voice is kind but firm. “We’re not just anyone.”

      “Oh, Jesus fucking Christ,” I say on a sigh that comes from deep inside me. “I can’t believe this is happening.” I huddle over the table, although there’s hardly still any use for whispering either. “Some low-life pap must have been hiding in my street.”

      “She’s the one you’ve been having a secret affair with?” So much for Stella’s discretion. “Your therapist?”

      This must be punishment for all the times I wanted to be smug about it to my friends but couldn’t.

      “She’s not my therapist anymore,” I say.

      “Damn,” Justine says. “Sounds like Dr. Nic is in big trouble.”

      “Poor Nic,” I say. “She’s going to lose her license and her practice.” I shake my head. For it to come out like this—for her to go through whatever is hanging over her head now without the autonomy of directing some of the outcome is disproportionally cruel. “And there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      My phone keeps buzzing with message alerts, but then it lights up with a call from my agent. If Leslie wasn’t Nic’s sister, I might not have picked up, but I have no choice now—especially because they’re having dinner together.

      “Avery.” Leslie’s voice is all business. “Come to my house as soon as you can. Nic’s here. We need to discuss damage control.”

      “That was my agent,” I say. “I have to go.” My legs are a bit too shaky to stand on so I remain seated a few minutes longer.

      “I’ll take you out the back,” Justine, always the problem-solver, says. “God knows who’s waiting out front.”

      “Wait,” Sienna says. “So it is true?” Her eyes are wide as saucers. “You slept with Nic?”

      “Babe.” Justine puts a hand on Sienna’s shoulders. “I think we all need a moment to process. Avery most of all.”

      “We didn’t just sleep together. We’re in a relationship,” I say. “It’s serious.” I don’t feel a hint of elation at being able to say this out loud. Thank you, Hollywood.

      “Oh my god.” Sienna looks genuinely shell-shocked. I’m not sure whether it’s because I announced I’m in a relationship or because of who the other party in the relationship is—probably both.

      Stella huffs out some air, then gives my arm a squeeze. “Whatever you need. We’re here for you, okay?”

      “Come on.” Justine pushes her chair back. “Give me the address, I’ll get you an Uber under my name.”

      “I have my car. I’ll drive.”

      “I don’t think you should be driving right now, but I can take you. In my car.”

      “It’s okay.” I need some time to think. “But thank you.”

      Justine and I stand in the back of the kitchen for a moment while she orders me an Uber. While we wait for it to arrive, she locks her gaze on me.

      “Did anything untoward happen?” Justine is not one for joking under circumstances like these. “Did she take advantage of you?”

      “No.” The wobble leaves my legs and I stand tall. “Absolutely not.”

      She gives me one of her intense Justine-stares. “I trust you to know the difference.”

      “We’re in love,” I blurt out.

      “We’ll see about that.” Justine’s phone buzzes with an alert that the car is near.

      “Good luck,” Justine says as she closes the car’s passenger door.

      I sink into the back seat. Mere moments ago, I was laughing with my friends like nothing in the world could touch me—now every ping of my phone is a tiny explosion in my chest. I rest my forehead against the cool glass and hold on to the only certainty I have left: whatever storm is coming, Nic and I will face it together.
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          Nic

        

      

    

    
      Turns out I didn’t have to tell my sister. The internet told her for me. The news breaks minutes before I arrive at Leslie’s house.

      By the time I step through Leslie’s door, she already knows everything—and she’s in a state. Her laptop is open on the kitchen counter, headlines screaming, and I feel like I’ve walked straight into a courtroom where I’m both defendant and witness. Leslie’s glare tells me I won’t get to choose which role I play first.

      “Is it true?” she asks, her usual steellike composure cracking under the pressure of the situation.

      I nod. “It is,” I say.

      “You have a thing with Avery? Your client?”

      “She’s not my client anymore. I broke that off as soon as…”

      “As soon as what?” Leslie does a double-take, as though the news is only hitting her fully just now. “When did—How long?” she mumbles.

      I sit her down and tell her everything I can share with a sibling. About how it all ignited at her birthday party. About how Avery and I both tried to ignore our feelings because of the price I would have to pay for them but, despite that, failed miserably at forgetting each other. And about my plan to wind down my practice before coming clean to the Board of Psychology.

      Leslie buries her head in her hands. “I can’t believe this,” she whispers. “You’re willing to lose your license over this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” Leslie looks up. “Nic, this is insane.”

      “I know it is, and I know how it looks.” I take a breath. “I understand that you’re shocked, but… I think I’m in love with Avery. In fact, I don’t have to think about it anymore. I know it. It’s clear as day.”

      “Yeah, but Nic, come on.” The old Leslie is starting to come back. “She was still your client. You’re not like that. You’re my sister. I know you, and I know that much.”

      “I’m not like what?” I ask.

      “The type of person to have an affair with your client—that is such a serious breach of ethics. That’s not how you are. The number of people I have referred to you. I got Avery her first appointment with you because I trust you with my life.”

      “You can still trust me, Les.” I look around for a bottle of something. I could do with a drink. Leslie doesn’t follow my cue. She’s too preoccupied with processing what happened. “And no matter what you say or think, I’ve thought it myself already.”

      “Are you saying that you actually thought this through?”

      “Not at first, obviously. That was… wrong. I shouldn’t have slept with her while she was still my client. I do see that, but… what can I say? This is life. This is how it goes sometimes. I made a mistake, but I also believe that I made this particular mistake for a very good reason.”

      “Are you really in love with her?” Leslie pulls her lips into a pout as though Avery is the opposite of a smoking-hot A-list actor—or maybe that pout is aimed at me, at her own flesh and blood.

      “I really am. And it’s mutual,” I add before she can inquire.

      “Love does work in mysterious ways.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing, Nic. I just thought that… when you finally found love again it wouldn’t be with my superstar client who is also twenty years younger than you.”

      “I’m as surprised as you are,” I admit. “But that is exactly what has happened.”

      Leslie takes a breath, then pushes herself out of her chair.

      “I need to call Avery,” she says. “We need to discuss this.”

      I can only nod while Leslie looks around for her phone.

      “Her movie just came out. The studio’s not going to be very happy with this.” At last, Leslie walks to her well-stocked liquor cabinet.

      “Can’t we just deny the whole thing? Isn’t TMZ’s reputation that they only publish the most flagrant lies?”

      “We could if it weren’t true.” Without asking what I want, Leslie pours us each a generous glass of scotch.

      “But it’s nobody’s business.”

      “While that is technically true, it won’t stop the headlines from multiplying, or the studio from demanding answers. They’ve just sunk millions into marketing Avery’s new rom-com, and this is not the story they want competing with the movie.” She hands me my drink.

      “She was in Queer Girl Summer before.”

      “This story is not about Avery being with another woman, Nic. It’s about the other woman being her therapist.” Leslie takes a sip, then grabs her phone. “Give me a sec while I call her.”

      Avery hasn’t expressed any concern about her reputation or how this might affect the box office of her new movie. Knowing her, she probably doesn’t care—but other people surely do.

      “She’s coming over,” Leslie says after hanging up. She sits down on the coffee table in front of me, her knees almost touching mine. “I’m sorry that I haven’t yet acknowledged your feelings for Avery.”

      I take a sip of my drink and swallow slowly. “She makes me feel something I thought was gone forever. After Lois…” I stop, because, sometimes—especially in emotionally fraught situations—saying her name still feels like pressing on a bruise.

      Leslie’s hand closes over mine. “I know,” she says softly. “I thought you’d never let anyone in again. So if Avery makes you feel like that, even if it’s complicated, I can’t judge you for that. You do know I’m not judging you?”

      I stare into my drink. “Can you help me manage my reputation as well, please? Control the damage?”

      “I will do anything I can to help you. Whatever it takes.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to come out this way. I asked Avery to keep it a secret so I would have some time to wind down my practice. That’s not something you do in a week’s time. I care about my clients, some of whom have been with me for a long time. And now they’re seeing this?” I take another much-needed sip. “Now it all goes to fucking hell.”

      “I’m sorry.” Leslie gets up and falls onto the couch next to me. “Let me think about how to handle all this.”

      But, despite my earlier request, I don’t need my sister to deal with the fallout of my decisions. I’m a big girl. I can face the consequences of my actions.

      My phone rings—again. I check the screen in case it’s Avery. But it’s Jan. Oh, damn.

      I pick up because it’s the very least I owe her.

      “You told me it was over, Nic,” she launches straight into it. “You promised me.”

      “I’m sorry.” What follows is one of the most harrowing silences of my life—all unspoken accusation and harsh judgment—but when your wife has died in a car crash you at least learn to put things into perspective. This is not a call telling me that Avery’s car has been in an accident on the way over, which is the only call I truly wouldn’t be able to deal with. Although that hardly makes this easy.

      “You’ve made me complicit,” Jan says. Ouch. “And you’ve left me no choice but to tell the board.” Another silence. “Also, Nic, this is no way to treat a friend.”

      “I know, Jan. I’m so sorry.”

      “So am I,” is the last thing she says before abruptly ending the call.

      “Who was that?” Leslie asks.

      “Avery’s new therapist. My friend Jan. Possibly former friend from now on.”

      “People are going to need some time to absorb this shock, Nic. Especially if they were involved.”

      “Yeah.” I drain my glass and hold it up for a refill.
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      When Avery arrives, I wrap my arms around her—even if it feels strange to do it in front of my sister. I may no longer be afforded an exit with some dignity left, but at least I have her. Still, I let go quickly. Who knows who might’ve followed her, or whether there’s a telescopic lens aimed through Leslie’s windows. In this town, you never really know.

      Avery refuses a glass of scotch, opting for water as usual. The three of us huddle around the dining table where my sister was supposed to serve me a meal. I’ve lost all appetite.

      “Avery,” Leslie says. “How are you? What are your feelings about this?” For a Hollywood agent, my sister’s very empathetic—the most important quality for the job, she once told me, despite the reputation of her profession.

      “I don’t care.” She fixes her gaze on me. “I just care about Nic and what this means for her.”

      Her simply being here has dissolved the worst of my stress, but hearing her say that, while she looks me in the eye, makes me care less about the consequences as well.

      “Yeah. Well.” I can tell Leslie’s trying to sound more upbeat than she feels for the sake of her client—and my sake as well. “I don’t think we can do a lot about that.”

      “I will write my letter to the board first thing tomorrow. Informing them… of what they already know.”

      “Don’t tell them you slept with me when I was still your client,” Avery says. “What does it even matter now? You’re already losing everything.”

      The strain this puts our fragile beginnings under is enormous, yet she handles it with such grace. She’s Avery Hall. She doesn’t need this. She could walk away so easily, yet she’s right here.

      “I told Jan and I don’t think she’s on my side any longer.” I shake my head. “No more lies, okay? It’s the only way forward.”

      Leslie rubs her temples, then glances at Avery. “Why couldn’t you have fallen for your accountant instead?” she says.

      “Because he’s a middle-aged man and excruciatingly boring,” Avery deadpans.

      I can’t help but chuckle and it takes the edge off some more.

      “What’s so special about my sister, anyway?” I’m not sure if Leslie means that as a joke or a genuine question.

      “You really want me to answer that?” Avery sounds instantly combative.

      Leslie shakes her head. “Of course not.” She smiles at Avery, then at me. “She’s my sister. Of course, she’s amazing.” She takes a breath. “I’ll deal with the studio. That’s my job.”

      “Thanks, Les.” Avery’s lucky to have someone like Leslie in her corner.

      “I need to get used to this.” Leslie waves her hand from me to Avery and back. “To the two of you together.”

      “Because we are two ladies?” Avery jokes, resting her head on my shoulder.

      “Pfft.” Leslie scoffs. “Fifty percent of my client base is gay these days.”

      It reminds me: I should call Derek soon.

      “You did recommend Nic to me,” Avery says. “You’re kind of responsible for this.”

      “Oh, really?” Leslie arches an eyebrow. “Did I push you into my sister’s bed?” She waves off Avery’s quip. “I had absolutely no notion of this at my birthday party.”

      “See, you’re doubly responsible.” Avery must be stressed, because she’s pushing it. But I’m no longer her therapist. Under the table, I put my hand on her knee and give it a little squeeze, hoping that she will catch my drift. “I’m sorry, Leslie. It’s a lot,” she says, seamlessly taking my cue.

      Leslie exhales, then reaches across the table to cover both our hands with hers. “It is a lot,” she says. “But you’re not alone in this. Neither of you.” Her gaze flicks between us. “We’ll figure this out.” She curls her lips into a smile. “And by the way, I’m very happy for you.”
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          Avery

        

      

    

    
      “Are you still having fun?” I ask Nic in the car on the way to her house.

      She’s furiously typing on her phone. I put mine away because I can’t deal with the tsunami of messages anymore. I may need to hire someone to reply to them. Or I can just ignore them. The way I see it, I don’t owe anyone an explanation. But, once again, it’s different for Nic.

      “Not at this exact moment in time. Hold on.” Nic continues to type for a minute, then shoves her phone into her bag. She looks me in the eye. “I am now.”

      “I guess it’s official, then.” I allow myself to feel elation now.

      “What’s that?” When Nic looks at me like that, like she has all the love in the world to give me, I can’t help but completely melt inside.

      “We’re officially together. TMZ said so.”

      “If I remember correctly, they used the words ‘forbidden affair’. That hardly sounds official.”

      “It’s the language they use, but we know what it really means,” I say.

      “What does it really mean?” That crooked grin gets me every time. I was so wrong to accuse my agent, albeit in jest, of being responsible for our forbidden affair. It’s all Nic. I never stood a chance against her.

      I reach for her hand and spread out her fingers. One by one, I kiss each tip. “I’m.” Kiss. “In.” Kiss. “Love.” Kiss. “With.” Kiss. “You.”

      Nic doesn’t live very far from her sister and the car comes to a stop. Nic doesn’t seem to notice. She wraps her fingers around mine, looks me in the eye, and says, “Very much likewise.” Only then does she make to get out of the car.

      Inside her house, it’s easier to forget about that article—and the outside world and whatever anyone may think of us.

      “How did your friends react?” Nic asks me as she fishes her phone out of her bag. “Hold on, I’m going to switch this off.” Ostentatiously, she presses the off button.

      “Sienna was shocked.”

      “She would be,” Nic says, as we gravitate toward the kitchen and she pulls some snacks from the fridge. “I haven’t eaten and I need something in my stomach,” she says.

      “I had already kind of told Stella I was seeing someone, but not who. She assumed I was having an affair with a married politician or something like that.”

      Nic opens a bag of nacho chips and a container of guacamole. I didn’t get to finish my meal at Min-ji’s either, but I’m only hungry for one thing.

      “I’m so sorry about this, Nic.” I shake my head. “That that photographer was outside my house.”

      “It’s not your fault. It really isn’t. Please, don’t feel guilty about that.” She dips a chip into the guac and just looks at it. “What’s your schedule like next week? Do you have a lot of press?”

      “A fair bit.” I nod. I also have a meeting with Mimi St. James, who might direct my next movie—something I look forward to a hell of a lot more than the endless questions from so-called journalists.

      Nic chews her snack while thinking this over and she looks good enough to eat just doing that.

      “Should I cancel Jan?” I ask.

      “No. Jan is very good at her job. I didn’t choose her for you just because she’s my friend and I could come clean to her—well, up to a point, at least. Speaking as your former therapist, I think you should continue therapy.”

      “And as my… girlfriend?” I just want to say it. It feels stupidly good to do so.

      Nic grins at me. “As your girlfriend as well.” She chuckles. “I’m Avery Hall’s girlfriend.” She juts out her bottom lip and nods approvingly, as though congratulating herself. “Not bad for this old cougar.”

      “Dr. Cougar, you mean.” I can’t stop myself any longer. The evening has been a roller coaster of emotions, and I need to expel some tension from my body. “Will Dr. Cougar see me now?” I bat my lashes.

      Nic laughs heartily, and the sound is such a balm to my soul it’s worth any grief I will get from the studio and press alike.

      “Let me eat a few more of these because I think I will need the energy.” Before she pops the next chip into her mouth, she fixes her gaze on me and says, “That is, if Dr. Cougar is going to keep up with her much younger girlfriend.”
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      Nic has no trouble keeping up with me, but we’re only at the beginning of the I-want-to-do-nothing-else-than-take-off-your-clothes-right-now phase. I can see it for what it is while, at the same time, knowing it’s also a lot more than that.

      It isn’t just sex. It’s how Nic grounds me when everything else feels precarious—while the news about us spreads. It’s how she looks at me like I’m so much more than the mess I sometimes feel like. She mutes the noise in my head, even if only for a minute at a time. That’s how I know this isn’t just a fling. Although, for an old cougar, she is also ridiculously hot.

      We’re in her bed, and Nic kisses me slowly. Tonight, there’s no rush and the frantic edge that laced our times together before is gone. Tonight is different. Maybe because tonight, I’m her girlfriend—no matter how juvenile that sounds. The news is out. Despite the consequences, we no longer have to sneak around.

      But I’m still me and I can’t help myself. I push myself against her, deepening the kiss.

      Nic stills me by bringing a firm hand to my jaw. Her thumb presses under my chin.

      “You don’t always have to set the pace,” she whispers. “Let me.”

      Nic’s hand leaves my jaw and traces a path down my throat, lingering long enough to make my pulse thrum beneath her touch. When her palm slides across my chest, it feels, somehow, as though she claims me. I arch into her hand, letting her see—letting her feel—how much I want to be taken exactly like this. Apparently, I can do that now.

      Her fingers spread wide over my breast, holding me down with nothing more than her touch, and I shiver at how easily I step out of myself. At how she just keeps me right there. When her hand glides down, every stroke tells me that I’m hers, and tonight she’s going to make sure I know it.

      Her mouth finds the hollow at my throat, leaving a hot trail of kisses that has my clit pulsing wildly between my legs. She moves slowly—so much slower than I’m used to—each motion laying claim not just to my body but to all the remaining space between us. I wrap my arms around her neck and sink into her.

      Her teeth graze my skin as she works her way down, and I moan with anticipated pleasure. One hand presses firmly at my hip, while the other teases lazy circles across my stomach. Every nerve in my body is strung tight, waiting for the moment Nic finally decides to give me more.

      Her lips skim maddeningly close to where I want them, but never quite there, and it undoes me more than if she touched me outright. I’m not used to this—to letting someone else dictate the rhythm—but with Nic, it feels less like giving up control and more like finally letting someone in. As though she knows this is what I need tonight—although I would never have known myself.

      When her tongue flicks over my clit, my whole body shudders in response. She does it again, a little longer this time. By the third pass, I’m trembling, caught between begging for more and clinging to the exquisite torture of her slow pace.

      She pulls back just when I think I can’t take it any longer, leaving me gasping into the silence she creates. My hips lift instinctively, but her hands hold me down, reminding me she’s in charge tonight. The ache builds, sharp and unrelieved, and I should have known she wouldn’t let me come that easily. That she would want to give me a taste of my own medicine.

      Nic’s tongue withdraws, but then I feel the soft press of her fingers teasing my entrance, not pushing in yet, just circling, reminding me who’s boss tonight.

      Nic has pushed herself up and her mouth hovers just above me, her breath hot against my skin.

      “Open for me, babe,” she whispers, sliding one finger slowly inside me.

      The slow curl of her finger inside me knocks the breath right out of me. Her lips brush my ear as she whispers, “I love how wet you are for me.”

      She has never spoken to me like this before, and her words are as hot as her touch. Her voice is like fire inside me. I can only moan in response.

      “Let’s see how much of me you can take,” Nic says, and I’m a million miles away from that person who was never very good at receiving. I want everything she can give me.

      A second finger slides in and before I can catch my breath, a third follows, stretching me in the most delicious manner.

      “You feel that?” she murmurs against my temple, her voice thick with lust. “You’re taking me so beautifully.”

      My body clenches around her, every nerve lit, every inch of me begging for more.

      Ever so slowly, she goes deep.

      “I want you to feel all of me,” she whispers, her hot breath rushing over my cheek.

      Unhurried, she moves inside me. Once, twice, before pulling out and leaving me wide open.

      Her hand doesn’t retreat far—just far enough to bring another finger to my entrance, stretching me further.

      “Take me, Avery,” she growls softly, her tone all unexpected command. “All of me.”

      The shock of fullness steals the breath from my lungs. I take her as though it’s all I’ve ever wanted. As though she is all I’ve ever wanted. I take all of her because I want all of her.

      She pushes deep inside me and it’s overwhelming, almost unbearable in its intensity—stretching me wide, filling me until there’s no space left for anything else. The pressure borders on too much, yet I crave it, need it, because it’s Nic.

      I dissolve around her, all resistance gone, every single part of me already answering yes to any question she can ever ask me. Because I want a lifetime of yeses with Nic. That’s what it feels like right now, with her fingers buried deep inside me, with me feeling her everywhere. And it’s not just her fingers that I feel—it’s so much more than I’ve ever felt for anyone else.

      That clench deep inside my core is more than a climax. It’s more than the throbbing pulse of orgasm rolling through me. As I’m wrapped around her, around her dangerously delicious fingers, something inside me bursts wide open, and I go utterly liquid for her. Heat floods me in all-consuming waves until there’s no part of me she hasn’t touched.

      I’m still gasping for air when Nic slides out her fingers, but I don’t feel empty. I feel the opposite.

      Then, she brings all four fingers she fucked me with to her lips and puts them in her mouth, licking them clean. She holds my gaze as she sucks each one slowly, like she’s savoring the proof of what she just did to me—of what I let her do. I don’t look away. I watch her, and something big and tender expands inside me. As I see Nic in a whole new light—again. Dr. Cougar really is full of surprises—and dirty talk.
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      I rub my sweaty palms on the pants of my suit, the charged air pressing down on me like judgment in human form. I’m nervous but I’m not ashamed. I refuse to feel shame when it comes to Avery.

      Whatever the board members may think, I know that falling for her doesn’t make me unfit to practice. Although it won’t change the outcome of this hearing, which I asked for myself. I was only granted this meeting because I self-reported and no official complaint has been made against me.

      Now, it’s time to face the music. The chairperson invites me to speak and I clear my throat. I begin.

      “I’m here because I crossed a line I never thought I’d cross. But I didn’t do this out of recklessness and certainly not malice. I did it out of something much more complicated than that.

      “I fell in love with a client, and I know what that means inside this room. I know what it looks like on paper. But I’m not here to defend a mistake. I’m here to take responsibility for a choice I made with both eyes open. I don’t want to hide behind technicalities. The truth is that we slept together while she was still my client.

      “It was wrong. I know that. And I won’t stand here and pretend it wasn’t a breach of the trust this profession demands. But I also won’t pretend it came from carelessness, or predation, or power. It came from real human connection.”

      Someone makes a note; another shifts in their seat. No one interrupts. I take a breath and continue.

      “I know that, for most of you, ‘real human connection’ won’t justify what I did—and it shouldn’t. Nothing can make my actions ethical. Nothing can absolve me. But I hope it shows why I chose to come forward. Because I crossed a boundary I believed I never would, and I need to be able to live with that truth in the open.

      “I’ve spent my career honoring the integrity of the therapeutic space. I’m aware of what I have compromised. This isn’t just about one client or one moment. It’s about the responsibility we carry as psychologists, especially when someone trusts us with their vulnerability.”

      I glance down at my hands, then lift my head again. No one says a word. I keep my spine straight. This is mine to carry.

      “That’s why I’m not here to ask for leniency or permission to continue. I am asking for the opportunity to step away with dignity. I want to ask you for the opportunity to wind down my practice responsibly and with transparency.

      “Because while I can’t undo what happened, I can choose how I leave this work behind. I owe that much to my clients. Thank you for listening.”

      The room goes so silent I can hear the tick of the wall clock. No one meets my eye. Pens hover above paper, chairs creak as bodies shift but no words come.

      I wait in agonizing silence until, finally, a voice cuts through.

      “Why should we trust you to wind down responsibly if you’ve already crossed such a huge line?”

      It’s a fair enough question, but one that I’ve anticipated.

      “What happened with Ms. Hall was a one-off. In three decades of practice, I have never blurred any lines, and I will never do so again. My feelings for her are unique. This wasn’t a pattern. It was one mistake, and I’m here to take responsibility for it, so I can bring closure to my work with integrity.”

      “Do you believe your personal feelings outweigh your professional duties?” the same person as before asks.

      I didn’t prepare for this question, but I still have to answer. “No. While my duties have guided every choice I’ve made for thirty years, this is the one time that I failed. It’s why I’m here, ready to lay down those duties. I understand the consequences of what I allowed to happen.”

      The chairperson folds her hands on the table. “Thank you, Dr. Forbes, for your statement and for your candor.” Her voice gives nothing away. “The board will deliberate. You’ll be informed of our decision in writing.”

      I nod, gather what composure I can, and leave, the rush of blood in my ears so loud it’s all I hear.

      I walk to my car, trying not to think about the end of my career. Before I drive off, I take a deep breath, then switch my phone back on. There’s a message from Avery. It’s a picture of her lying belly-down on her bed, chin propped on her hand, her feet kicked up behind her, the curve of her ass just visible where a blanket slips off. Her lips are puckered in an exaggerated pout as she blows a kiss straight into the camera. The text underneath reads:

      
        
          
            
              
        To terrible decisions that feel really good

      

      

      

      

      

      Followed by a dozen heart emojis.

      I stare at the picture until the edges blur, until the lump in my throat makes it impossible to swallow. I should feel gutted by what just happened in that dreadful room. Maybe I do, somewhere underneath the adrenaline still pumping through me. But right now, all I feel is the pull of Avery’s smile and the sweetness of her kiss in that selfie.

      I’ve spent most of my life telling people that connection can save them, that love should be worth the risk of being hurt. It’s ironic, maybe even hypocritical, that I couldn’t take my own advice until her. Avery is proof that sometimes we simply stumble into the very thing we spend years keeping at bay.

      While I regret breaking the code of conduct of my profession, I can’t, not even for a second, regret her. Avery’s the reason I can face what comes next with my head held high. She’s the reason I walked into that boardroom today instead of hiding.

      If my career ends here, so be it. What I have with her is worth far more than the word ‘licensed’ on my resume.

      I start my car and drive to Silver Lake. To Avery’s house.
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      I don’t just have press for Deadline for Love this week, I also have my next session with Jan. While I can ignore a journalist’s question, or just reply with a well-rehearsed quip, I can do no such thing with my therapist. Nic has told me about their very brief phone conversation after the news of our affair broke.

      Nevertheless, Jan sits with unruffled elegance, her shoulder-length hair brushed smooth, silver glinting through the blond. Her expression is calm, but there must be something brewing underneath. I know from Nic that she feels betrayed. I also lied to her last week. Not an excellent beginning to any new relationship, let alone with your new therapist.

      “How are you?” she asks. It’s probably the standard question every therapy session anywhere in the world starts with.

      “It’s been quite a week,” I say. “I’m sorry, Jan. I couldn’t tell you last week. Nic asked⁠—”

      She holds up her hand. “I’ll deal with Nic. You don’t have to apologize on her behalf.”

      “I understand if you’re angry.”

      “Never mind how I feel.” There’s something so much more severe about Jan than there was about Nic. Or maybe that’s just the circumstances influencing how I see her. “How do you feel?”

      “I feel great,” I say. “I’m in love.” God, it feels so good to be able to admit that.

      “How do you feel about Nic losing her license because you’re in love with each other?” Holy fuck.

      “I don’t feel so good about that but, ultimately, it was her choice.”

      “Infatuation is such a fragile state, though,” Jan says. “I hope you’re both aware of that.”

      “It’s not just infatuation,” I say. “I’ve had plenty of crushes before, and they never felt like this.”

      “Okay,” Jan says. “So, what does it feel like to be in love?”

      “Absolutely spectacular,” I say, unable to suppress a grin. “I haven’t been in love in forever. So, yeah, it feels pretty damn good.”

      Jan nods slowly. “Of course it does.” She pauses. “But do you think some of that rush might also be an escape from something else?”

      “Escape from what? My glamorous life? My face on that huge billboard on Sunset Boulevard?” I’m not so stupid—or crazy in love—that I don’t know what she’s getting at, but I hate that we have to drag my feelings for Nic into this now.

      “It’s just a question,” Jan says, her voice as calm as if we were talking about the weather.

      Once again, I feel like walking out the door. Like not doing this any longer—this probing into depths I’m not even sure I have. It makes me think of that time in one of my sessions with Nic when she told me I was free to leave whenever I wanted. If I had, none of this would have happened.

      “It’s both, okay?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because… it is. Falling in love is so all-consuming, it makes me forget about the other stuff in my life.” I haven’t thought about that jerk I shoved in that bar—the direct reason for me starting therapy with Nic—since I sat in this chair last week. “But I also know it doesn’t magically make it go away.”

      “It’s good that you’re aware of that,” Jan says. She lets the silence expand between us, and for a second I almost believe she’ll move on. But she doesn’t. She just waits.

      I fill the silence first. “And then there’s the stuff that comes with falling in love,” I say.

      “Such as?”

      “I’m scared.” I sigh.

      Jan’s eyebrows lift slightly. “Scared of what?”

      “Messing it up with Nic.” The words tumble out before I can stop them. “I’ve never really done this before. Not for real. Not with someone who matters this much to me.”

      Jan nods as if I’m saying exactly what she expected me to say. “Intimacy can be terrifying if you’re not used to it.”

      I huff out a laugh. “That’s one way of putting it. I’m good at sex. I’m good at banter and flirting. But what comes after… Actually staying and letting someone in… I don’t have a very good track record when it comes to that.”

      “But Nic makes you want to stay?”

      “So very much.” My throat tightens. “Which means I’m almost guaranteed to fuck it up. That’s what I do. I don’t know how to be close to someone. Not really.”

      “That’s not uncommon for someone who’s had to be self-reliant from a young age.”

      “And?” I ask.

      “You can learn to be different. To allow the person you care about to come close to you.”

      Kind of like we did last weekend, I think, in bed. I don’t say that to Jan, though. “You think I can get better at this?”

      “I think you can practice it,” Jan says. “And part of that practice starts here. Letting yourself notice when you want to pull away, and what it feels like to stay instead.”

      “Okay.” Maybe I won’t run from this chair, after all. It sounds like I have another reason to stay in therapy—and that reason is Nic.
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      I know Mimi St. James through Stella, who is Nora Levine’s co-star on the TV show Unbreak My Heart.

      When I meet her, at her house—which would be unusual for a work meeting if we weren’t acquaintances—she hugs me as if I’m a lifelong family friend. Me being the subject of such juicy tabloid speculation might have something to do with that.

      “Avery,” Mimi says. “How are you?” Mimi’s ‘how are you?’ is very different than Jan’s and thank goodness for that.

      “It’s all true,” I say, because Nic and I no longer have to hide. “Yes, I fell in love with my therapist, and no, I don’t regret it.”

      “Love is love,” Mimi says. “You can try to fight it but, in my opinion, if it’s mutual and both parties are able to fully consent, there’s really no good reason to ever do so.”

      “Thank you for saying that.” The couple of times I’ve met her, I always took a shine to Mimi. She directed Gimme Shelter, the movie about Justine founding the Rainbow Shelter, and I’ve also been a fan of her work ever since.

      “What’s going to happen to Nic?” she asks as she sits us down and brings over large glasses of ice water.

      “She’s waiting on a decision from the Board of Psychology but she will almost certainly lose her license to practice, so…”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “Yeah.”

      For a moment, we just sit there, the ice rattling in our glasses the only sound. Then Mimi leans forward and says, “Nora sends her love. She would’ve loved to stop by, but she’s on set. We’re both huge fans of you and Queer Girl Summer.”

      Compliments still have a way of sliding right off me, but not so much when coming from Mimi—and Nora Levine.

      “Thank you.” I give her my brightest smile—I do have a lot to smile about these days.

      “Are you ready to talk shop?” Mimi cuts right to the chase, which I appreciate.

      “Definitely.” I take a sip of ice-cold water.

      Mimi’s eyes light up. “This movie I want to make is about a woman in her thirties who wakes up one morning to find herself living an alternate version of her life. She’s in the same city and she’s the same person, but every choice she didn’t make before has now been made for her. The career she turned down, the woman she didn’t stay with, the family she didn’t build—all of it playing out as if she had chosen differently.”

      “This character is queer?” I blurt out without thinking.

      “Yes,” Mimi says matter-of-factly.

      “Okay.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Is that a problem?”

      “No.” I catch some drops of condensation sliding down my water glass.

      “But?” Mimi sounds genuinely surprised.

      “After Queer Girl Summer, I’m not sure I should play gay again.” Apart from really jumping the gun—Mimi has only briefly explained the premise of her movie—I’m also being difficult, but it’s how I feel.

      “Are you serious?” Clearly, Mimi is not a typical Hollywood-type who just tells me what I want to hear in order to secure my cooperation. “Why?”

      “I was on a soap opera for ten years. I’ve finally reached the next step and… I don’t want to pigeonhole myself as that queer actor who only plays queer parts.”

      “But, Avery,” Mimi says. “You’re the actor who brought such depth and nuance to a character that millions related to. That’s hardly a pigeonhole. That’s real impact.”

      I shift in my chair, bracing for the kind of lecture I’m used to getting from Sienna and Stella.

      “What I’m offering you is a role that has nothing to do with a label. It’s about choice, about regret, and about love. Queerness isn’t the point. Humanity is.” I do admire Mimi’s passion.

      “But why does she have to be queer?” Now I’m just being obtuse.

      “Why not?” Mimi looks me straight in the eye.

      Christ. This is a bit like therapy—and not the good kind, with Nic. I don’t have an immediate response to her question.

      “You’re no longer a soap actor. You’re not only a queer actor. You’re an actor. Period,” Mimi says.

      I press my lips together, because damn it, she’s right and I know it. Mimi’s not lecturing me. She’s spelling out something I should know very well myself.

      “Sorry,” I say. “You’re right.” Maybe Nic is rubbing off on me—and Jan.

      “This character is not just queer. She’s complicated and human… and you’d get to play both versions of her. Think of all that screen time.” Mimi throws in a wink.

      “Okay. Please, continue.”

      “The film cuts between the timelines, but she’s the same physical person in both. In one, she’s successful but often lonely. In the other, she has taken the more risky choices. Her life is messier and less secure, but she has love, family, and intimacy. The tension is in how much she recognizes herself in both versions, and how hard it is to accept that no matter which way you go, you lose something. But you also gain something else. And that’s life.”

      “That sounds pretty amazing, actually.” That particular fire I need when choosing a project sparks inside me. “Is there a script?”

      “I’m working on it, but that’s why I wanted to meet with you now.” Mimi smiles at me. “I’d like to write it with you in mind.”

      “Really?” I can’t help but feel extremely honored.

      “Very much so,” Mimi says. “I think you are an amazing actor. What you brought to your character in Queer Girl Summer, that’s not an easy thing to do, Avery. I’ve been in this business a long time, and it’s quite rare. That instant likability paired with such pure vulnerability. It made the movie.” She winks again. “Don’t tell Stella I said that.” She holds up her hand as if apologizing. “I would really love to work with you.”

      “Okay.”

      Mimi continues, outlining the feel of the film—intimate but ambitious. She talks about tone, pacing, and how she envisions the camera almost breathing with the characters. It’s clear she’s given it a lot of careful thought, but she keeps it broad, more about atmosphere and emotion than details.

      It very much sounds like a movie I would love to be a part of.

      “Will you think about it?” she asks, her kind gaze pinned on me. “Talk to your people. I’ll send you all the information you need.”

      “Thank you so much, Mimi, for thinking of me for your movie.”

      “Thank you for coming over and considering it.” Mimi is nothing if not convincing. “You’re my first, second, and third choice.”

      I have to laugh. That is very Hollywood of her.

      “And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, both in life and in this business, it’s that real connection is precious.” She tilts her head. “When you find it, don’t waste time worrying about what it looks like to other people.”

      As I get out of my chair, I think that Mimi St. James just got me to do her next movie.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      The envelope is insultingly thin considering it holds the end of my career. My name is typed neatly across the front, the seal of the California Board of Psychology stamped in navy ink.

      I sit at my desk in silence for a long time before finally sliding a finger under the flap.

      The letter is as formal as I expected. The board has reviewed my statement. My request has been granted. I have thirty days to wind down my practice, after which my license will be suspended indefinitely.

      There it is. Thirty days to say goodbye to the work that has shaped my life. Thirty days to tell my clients, to hand them over to new therapists, to dismantle everything I built. Thirty days to face the fact that I will no longer be a licensed psychologist.

      A heavy silence hangs in my office. For so long, this room was a place where people came with the sole purpose of talking. Now I sit here wondering if I’ll ever find a purpose of my own again.

      I’ll have to do something. I’m not the type to do nothing. I’m simply not wired for it. Helping people has been stitched into my bones for too long. And there are still plenty of people out there who need help.

      My gaze drifts to the picture of Lois I keep on my desk. In it, she smiles the way she always did: eyes full of love but also, always, some sort of challenge in them. Would she be proud of me? Or outraged? Love would never have outraged Lois. Not in a million years.

      “You don’t need a license to help people,” Lois would say. Her voice sounds in my head as she says it. “You’ll figure it out,” she says next, although I know it’s actually me saying it to myself. “You always do.”

      And I will. But first, I go home to Avery.
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      At Avery’s, to cheer me up after getting that letter, she agrees to watch her latest movie, Deadline for Love, with me.

      “It’s A Very big honor that I get to watch this movie with A-very Hall,” I say.

      “That’s just terrible, Nic,” she says.

      “Terribly true,” I say as I snuggle up to her.

      “I’ll let it slide, but just this once.” She intertwines her fingers with mine and leans into me. She presses play and I haven’t watched TV with someone in so long, just the act of doing so is gratifying. And despite my lame joke, I am watching this movie with her. With Avery Hall. And it’s such a trip to see her on the screen as well as have her sit next to me—our fingers intertwined and our bodies always touching.

      When she kisses her co-star in the movie, I can’t help but cringe.

      “It’s not real, babe,” Avery whispers in my ear. “I only want to kiss you.” Her breath flows across the sensitive skin of my neck and I have to stop myself from kissing her—if only to erase the image I just saw on TV from my brain. But what we have between us is so physical, I decide that restraint has value too. That just sitting together, without being all over each other, and giving in to that red-hot physicality, is perhaps even a requirement.

      It’s hardly a punishment to sit and watch the rest of the movie. It’s funny with sparkling dialogue that Avery delivers with the panache of the greatest—Ida Burton comes to mind. In the final scene, when Avery’s character has to really kiss her male co-star, I can watch without flinching—because I’m so impressed with how excellent an actor she is.

      “What an absolute fucking delight,” I say, when the credits roll.

      “Dr. Cougar.” Avery grins. “Language, please.”

      “What’s it like watching yourself on TV?” I turn toward her.

      “I used to hate it, but I’m better at it now.”

      “Compared to Queer Girl Summer this movie is very tame.”

      “I don’t sit around rewatching that movie.” Avery shakes her head.

      “I would love to watch it with you sometime.”

      “I bet you would.” Avery waggles her eyebrows, then pulls me to her. She draws me in for a kiss and, as always, the kiss deepens quickly. Again, I stop myself from letting it go where it inevitably would.

      “Everything okay?” Avery asks, all but licking her lips.

      “Fine, but, um, I think my body needs a rest.” It’s not a complete lie. Emotionally, it’s been a draining couple of days, which always has an effect on my body. “Can we just… be together?”

      “Of course.” Avery smiles warmly. “I love being with you.”

      “How about I make us some dinner?”

      “That would be amazing.” Avery’s smile turns into a grin. “We’ve been in the tabloids and you haven’t even cooked for me yet.”

      “How do you even know you want to stay with me?” I quip.

      “I’ve eaten plenty of you to know that I do.” Avery can’t help herself.

      “Ooh.” I purse my lips. “That’s almost as bad as my A-very joke from earlier.”

      “Good thing neither of us are after a career in comedy.” Avery looks so scrumptious again in that denim shirt, with her hair all wild. Most certainly good enough to eat.

      “Yeah.” The sudden topic shift to careers, even in jest, stops me from rolling with our banter.

      “If you need more cheering up, I’m willing to watch QGS with you.” Avery grabs hold of my hand.

      “Really?” Even though we’re playing, I know she means it.

      “Anything for my old lady.” She looks me in the eye, and the vibe shifts again. “I will never take what you did for me—for us—lightly, Nic.”

      “I know.” Even though I lost a great deal, it doesn’t feel like a sacrifice. All I have to do is look at Avery, and I feel it everywhere. Sometimes, life makes the choice for you.

      “How about that dinner?” I say.

      “Can I observe?” There’s that irresistible smirk again.

      “We just watched you so it’s only fair you get to watch me now.” I kiss her on the cheek before getting up. “I enjoy a glass of wine when cooking. Do you have any?” I’ve never seen Avery drink a drop of alcohol—something else we haven’t discussed yet.

      “I even have a wine fridge.” She jumps up, takes my hand, and leads me to the kitchen.

      “I’m impressed by how many gadgets you have.” I can’t really help myself either when I’m around her.

      “Do you want white, red, rosé, or something with bubbles?”

      “Red would be nice.” I glance around her state-of-the-art kitchen. “You don’t drink?”

      “Nah.” She shakes her head. “I never liked the taste of alcohol.”

      “Fair enough.” I smile. “More for me, then.”

      She pours me a glass of wine, and when she hands it to me she says, “Don’t you think it’s time you met my friends?”

      “High time.” I take the glass from her, our fingers touching.

      Avery is the one who pulls away first, before it can turn into something else again. “I’ll set it up.”

      Another something to look forward to in my new life.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      Being with Nic is so easy, I haven’t had a chance to screw it up yet. She’s busy winding down her practice—for me—and I have my hands full with the seemingly never-ending press a big production like Deadline for Love demands. And thwarting questions about my unethical former shrink.

      In the end, Leslie and I decided on a no-comment position. I’m not denying it, although I have zero objections to lying to the so-called journalists that work for exploitative websites like TMZ. But it would be difficult to deny my relationship with Nic, because my life—and my head—is full of her now.

      We sleep together. We cook together. We eat together. We have a lot of hot sex together. We spend as much time together as possible and I haven’t felt the urge to run away yet.

      Meanwhile, I’ve said yes to Mimi St. James’s new movie—working title: Double Exposure—for which I’m very excited. That project is only in the script phase though and I’ve worked in this business long enough to know that it could take years before the shoot actually begins—if it ever gets that far.

      But Leslie’s phone’s been ringing off the hook since Queer Girl Summer and my next movie has been in the works for a while. Rehearsals start in a few weeks. It’s a much-hyped movie adaptation of a best-selling psychological thriller in which I play the lead. I’m studying the script when my phone rings.

      “I still can’t believe you slept with my therapist, bitch,” Sienna says.

      “Maybe you need to go back into therapy so you can get over it,” I reply.

      “I can’t because my favorite shrink is about to lose her license.” Sienna gives as good as she gets, which is why she has become one of my best friends.

      “Touché,” is all I can say. “My new one’s pretty good, though.”

      “How hot is she?” Sienna asks.

      I chuckle. “To be honest, I’ve barely noticed.”

      “Coz you only have eyes for Dr. Nic now?”

      “I guess so.” I welcome the distraction and we talk about Sienna’s current shoot, then try to agree on some timings for a triple-date with Stella and Kate.

      I’ve barely hung up the phone when it rings again. This time, it’s Derek.

      “Hi, Avery,” he says. “I’m calling on behalf of Ida and Faye.”

      “Oooh.” I’m instantly giddy. Despite, as Derek called me once, being the hot-and-very-buttered toast of Tinseltown, some actors are so great that simply saying their name still has that effect on me. Both Ida Burton and Faye Fleming belong to that category. “How thrilling.”

      “They would like to invite you to dinner.” He pauses. “This invitation also extends to your forbidden lover—and I’m not paraphrasing here.”

      Ida wasn’t being phony when she said she wanted to invite me to hers and Faye’s. Another flash of giddiness shoots through me.

      “No longer forbidden,” I say.

      “Depends who you ask, I guess,” Derek says. “Ben and I will also be there. I’ll WhatsApp some options.” I can almost hear the smile in his voice. “How are you doing with all this?”

      “I’m in love, so…”

      “And Nic?”

      Every time someone mentions her name, butterflies go wild in my belly. I’m so smitten, I barely recognize myself.

      “I think Nic feels the same way,” I say.

      “How is she handling the whole thing with the board? I’m asking you because it’s hard to get a straight answer out of her. She’s in love, like you, so…”

      It surprises me that Nic hasn’t been open with her best friend about how losing her license makes her feel.

      “She’s not talking to you?”

      “She is, but it’s a lot, even for her.” He sounds a little worried, worrying me in return.

      “I know.” I have no clue what else to say to that. “I think she’ll be okay, but it will be a huge change.”

      “We’ll get her through it,” Derek says.

      We chitchat a while longer and when the call is over, I no longer feel like learning lines.

      I pace around my house restlessly, checking my watch every other minute. Nic is working late tonight, seeing clients until nine p.m., and we don’t have plans together. But my body doesn’t seem to agree. My body very much wants to be with her.

      I walk into the kitchen, then forget why I’m there. I open the script again, but stare at the same line for five minutes. I check the time—only 8:45—like an impatient teenager who is waiting for a text from her first girlfriend.

      Fuck it. I message Nic, because I miss her and I want to be with her. I know exactly what to say to have her rush over here as soon as she’s finished work.

      
        
          
            
              
        Want to watch Queer Girl Summer together tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      My phone buzzes at exactly one minute past nine.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there in half an hour.
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      “Instead of watching the movie,” I say after I’ve welcomed Nic to my house with a long, hot kiss, “how about we reenact that scene in the woods?”

      “The threesome one?” Nic arches up her eyebrows. “Is someone else here?”

      I chuckle. “No, the other scene in the woods.”

      “I have to watch the movie again to remember,” Nic says, her hand trailing down my arm. “Isn’t that why I’m here?”

      “If you think the movie is better than this.” I pull her close again for another kiss.

      She moans into my mouth, but pulls away. “The movie was exceptionally good.” Nic grins at me. “Just give me a minute, okay? I’ve had a day and a half.”

      “God, yes. I’m sorry.” Although I’ve been thinking about her all the time, she’s probably been through hell informing her clients she can no longer be their therapist.  “Let me take care of you.”

      It’s the least I can do for her. My career is barely going to suffer from this. The studio executives grumbled at first, but as soon as it became obvious that the box office of Deadline for Love was not affected by the news of my affair with Nic—on the contrary—they soon turned their focus elsewhere.

      “In this case,” Leslie said, “all publicity is good publicity.” She also admitted that she might have overreacted to that TMZ breaking-news article because it featured a picture of her sister, which was something very new in my agent’s life. I can just ride out this storm, that has already turned into a mere gust of wind. It’s the opposite for Nic.

      “Talk to me,” I say to Nic as I lead her to the couch—as though losing her license equals losing the ability to walk on her own.

      Nic sighs as she puts her feet up. “I can’t go into personal details, obviously, but there’s someone that I’ve been counseling for more than a year and they took it really hard. Then there’s the fact that I slept with you. That I blurred that line with someone. It doesn’t help that it’s all over the internet.”

      “I’m sorry.” I hate having to apologize for how things started between us.

      “It’s all well and good to make decisions after a mind-blowing climax, but the aftermath—the reality of it—is not easy.” She pinches the bridge of her nose.

      I feel out of my depth. The reality is also that our affair has been a massive whirlwind—a tornado rushing through our lives, leaving very visible traces of destruction. On top of that, we’ve only seen certain sides of each other and are only at the early stages of getting to know each other.

      “Come here.” I tug lightly at her hand until she stretches toward me and her head lands in my lap.

      I brush a strand of hair from her face and try not to fill the silence for once, to just let her sit—or lie in my lap—with the difficult emotions she has to process. It’s not my usual way of doing things, but this time, I force myself, because it’s Nic—and she has done so much for me.

      “Would you like me to draw you a bath?” I ask. “Then bring you up a soothing cup of tea? Or a nice glass of wine?” I don’t suggest joining her in the bath, which is what I would like to do. But this isn’t about me.

      Nic looks up at me, a small smile on her lips. “You’re very sweet.” Her hand finds mine and lingers, her fingers sliding between mine. Our palms rest together for a beat, then our fingertips start tracing idle patterns, brushing and curling against each other’s skin like they have all the time in the world. “And very pretty.”

      I smile down at her, resisting the overwhelming urge to kiss her. My only job right now is to be there for her—to follow her cues.

      “I’ll take that bath,” she says, finally. “But only if you join me.”

      Nic doesn’t have to ask me twice.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      Sienna is the only person of the group I know, albeit in a different context. It’s always strange to meet a former client outside of my practice. I’ve seen Stella on screen, and I loved the movie about Justine Blackburn’s life—and have nothing but respect for her work.

      I haven’t met a new flame’s friends in decades and this particular situation has a lot of potential for tension because of the circumstances under which I met their friend. Yet it’s also interesting to meet Avery’s friends and to witness how she interacts with them, and vice versa.

      We’ve gathered in Avery’s backyard. Justine sits opposite me, wearing an inquisitive—or possibly accusatory—frown that’s been there since she arrived.

      “To Avery and Nic.” Sienna lifts her glass of champagne. “An even more unlikely couple than Justine and me.”

      This makes Justine chuckle.

      “I think Kate and I will always win when it comes to that,” Stella says. Kate used to be married to Stella’s brother, so there’s not much to argue with there.

      “To three unlikely couples then.” Avery tilts her champagne flute filled with sparkling water toward me.

      “How long have you been together?” I make sure to look Justine straight in her piercing blue eyes.

      “Almost three years,” Justine says.

      “Justine didn’t do relationships when she met me.” Sienna puts a hand on Justine’s shoulder. “But she soon realized the error of her ways.”

      “I didn’t have time for them.” Justine smiles at Sienna and something seems to loosen in her body.

      “I made her make time.” Sienna winks at her partner.

      “I’ve never been much of a relationship type either,” Avery says.

      “Until I told you to go see my shrink, bitch,” Sienna says.

      Justine rolls her eyes at me. “I hate it when they call each other bitch,” she says to me. “I might be too old to get it, so I’ve just accepted it.”

      “Avery calls me Dr. Cougar,” I say.

      Justine laughs heartily at that. “We can’t deny that we’re a few years older.”

      The other four launch into some banter of their own—the word ‘bitch’ flying around like it’s the world’s most exquisite term of endearment to address a friend with. Justine’s face tightens again when she looks at me.

      “I assume you know what my work is?” she asks.

      “Of course.” I nod.

      “I work with teens and young adults who have been let down by the responsible adults in their lives in ways you can’t possibly imagine.”

      “Sure.” Thirty years of being a therapist hasn’t exactly shown me the glory of humankind on a daily basis either.

      “All cougar-jokes aside,” Justine says. “You and I are a lot older, but I witness every day how older does not necessarily equal wiser.”

      I also have enough experience to clearly see the point Justine is trying to make. But I let her make it because, most of the time, that’s what my job is—or was.

      “I know you didn’t take advantage of Avery. I wouldn’t be here if you had, but… that doesn’t mean I don’t have some questions about the ethics of it all.”

      It’s different explaining this to someone in a friendly setting than to a sterile board—scarier.

      “What I did was wrong, but I⁠—”

      Avery, who appears to have been listening to our conversation, cuts me off. “It wasn’t wrong. Not from my point of view.” Her tone is sharp, like she’s more than ready to do battle for me.

      “That’s because you got to sleep with your therapist,” Sienna says. I’m no longer sure she’s joking. Sienna is a former client and she has every right to be upset, but she’s also one of Avery’s closest friends.

      “In a therapeutic context,” I say in my calm counselor voice. “It was and will always be wrong. But, obviously, it was also much more than that. In our case, it’s simply not as black-and-white.”

      “It’s gray like a cougar, you mean?” Kate interjects.

      “Our cougars are not gray,” Avery chimes in, letting me know that earlier chip has disappeared from her shoulder.

      I glance at Justine, who does not strike me as the type of woman who gets an overly-priced Hollywood hair-dye job to eliminate the gray from her hair. Despite the life she’s had—of which I saw glimpses in Gimme Shelter—barely any gray strands peek through her ash-blond hair.

      “What I’m trying to say,” Kate continues. “Is that we’re all more than familiar with the gray areas of love—and life.”

      “Well said, babe,” Stella says. “I will so have another baby with you.”

      “I’m sorry for being such a bitch, bitch,” Sienna says to Avery.

      “I totally get that you’re jealous I got to sleep with our shrink and you didn’t.”

      “Oh, fuck.” Sienna turns to me. “Don’t you find her impossible to have a profound conversation with?”

      Apart from our first few sessions, profound conversation isn’t really what Avery and I have excelled at during these first weeks of our relationship.

      “She certainly has a knack for deflection, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.” I put my hand on Avery’s back so she knows I’m not having a dig at her in front of her friends.

      “You seem different,” Justine says, resting her gaze on Avery.

      “I recommend therapy for everyone, although let’s not all start sleeping with our therapists.” Avery leans into my hand.

      This earns a round of laughter, and I’m happy for Avery because she hasn’t introduced a special someone to her friends in a long time.

      “What will you do?” Justine, always ready to get serious again, asks me. “Will you retire?”

      “I’m a bit young to do nothing, but I don’t know yet.”

      “Maybe you should come by the shelter sometime,” Sienna says. “There are plenty of mental health issues to deal with there.”

      “Babe.” Justine gives Sienna a look, then turns back to me. “I wasn’t asking you to volunteer,” she says. “I’m genuinely curious.”

      “It hasn’t been the most well-considered decision I made in my life.” I can be honest among Avery’s friends. “I’ll take some time and see what I come across. Whether I have a license to practice or not, there are many people in need of psychological help,” I repeat what I told myself the other night. I glance from Justine to Sienna and back. “But, of course, I will visit the shelter.”

      “Thank you.” Justine’s tone is much warmer than before.

      “You could consult on movies,” Kate says.

      “I bet you could write a book,” Stella adds. “Or teach.”

      I’m not sure my fall from professional grace makes me the most ideal candidate for a teaching position, but I happily let them brainstorm future careers for me.

      “Is it the one-on-one relationship with a client that is the most satisfying to you?” Justine asks.

      I nod slowly. “Yes, but not just the relationship. It’s the privilege of witnessing someone in their most unguarded state. When they’re not performing or pretending, but really trying to understand themselves better.” I take a beat. “It’s messy and hard, but there’s such beauty in the effort and in being allowed to see that up close. And in being part of such an important process for another human being.”

      This time, Avery folds her arm around my neck.

      “People tell me things they don’t tell another living soul. To build that kind of trust with someone is very special.”

      “Don’t you ever get sick of people’s endless whining about themselves, though?” Sienna asks. Her father’s sudden death a few years ago, despite their distant relationship, completely destabilized her for a while.

      “Never,” I say, shooting her a big, fat wink. “It’s the job.” And I love it, I don’t say out loud, because of Avery—although I will have to learn to also share this with her. Because I will miss my job.

      “To Avery and Nic.” Sienna lifts up her glass again, although it’s empty this time. She stares into it ostentatiously.

      “Hold on.” Avery grabs the bottle of champagne and fills Sienna’s glass to the absolute brim.

      “Now I must drink before I toast you.” Sienna gingerly sips from her glass. “Okay, now I can say it.” She lifts her glass again. “To unlikely beginnings that turn into something wonderful. To owning our choices. And to love—however it finds us.”

      No one makes a joke or deflects. We just let Sienna’s lovely words hang between us in the soft Los Angeles air for a moment.

      Avery leans in closer. “I think they like you, Dr. Cougar,” she whispers loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Thank fuck for that,” I say—in Lois’s honor—and clink my glass against hers.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I have a photo gallery in the stairwell of my house. Tonight, Nic has taken it upon herself to study it intently. She doesn’t ask me who’s who—although she may recognize a couple of famous faces. And Stella and Sienna, of course.

      After she’s scoured the pictures like she’s in a museum studying important pieces of art, she joins me at the bottom of the stairs, and asks, “Who in these pictures are members of your family?”

      “Depends what you mean by family,” I say.

      “The people who raised you,” Nic says—her tone definitely more therapist than girlfriend.

      “They’re not in these pictures,” I say. “This is more memories of me here, in LA.”

      “Do you have any pictures of your family?”

      “Um, no.”

      “Is there a reason for that?” Nic asks.

      “Is this therapy all of a sudden?” I notice the edge in my voice I’m unable to suppress.

      “No, Avery. I can ask you a perfectly reasonable question, can’t I?”

      “You can, but it will always sound a bit like therapy to me.” I don’t feel like talking about my family. I’ll save that for a future session with Jan. I know just what to do to steer this mildly annoying conversation in a different direction. I get up and stand in front of Nic. We’re already at the bottom of the stairs. My bedroom is so close.

      “I’m your girlfriend, and I’d like to get to know you better,” Nic says matter-of-factly.

      I extend my hands, and she takes them in hers, but she doesn’t allow me to pull her up.

      “My family is just… I don’t even know how to explain it.”

      “Will you try? For me?” Nic looks up at me with her big brown eyes.

      “Now?” I tug at her hands again. “Because I have something far better in mind for us than talking about my family.” I send her my most seductive smile.

      “You can’t smile at me like that every time I try to start a more serious conversation.”

      I drop her hands and heave a dramatic sigh. But I guess it’s my bad for never having had a serious relationship and then starting one with my therapist.

      “We’re not close.” I shrug. “I make sure my mom is comfortable, and no longer has to worry about money.”

      “Okay.” Nic pushes herself up, takes my hand, and leads me to the couch. “That’s very generous of you.”

      “She’s my mother. It’s what you do.”

      “Not necessarily,” Nic says. “Especially if you’re not close.”

      “She took care of me when I was little; now I’m taking care of her.”

      “It sounds so… transactional.” Nic tries to find my gaze, but I won’t let her. Because I’m not enjoying this.

      “I guess it is. As I said before, we never talked about feelings. We were too busy trying to survive.”

      “What about your father?”

      “He left when I was little. I barely remember him.” I shake my head. “I’m not supporting him financially. Only my mom.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, babe,” Nic says.

      “There’s no need to be sorry. I’m obviously fine.”

      “If you say so.” I’m not sure I like Nic’s tone.

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “This is not therapy. I’m just trying to find out some things about you that partners know about each other. But we did meet in therapy. We had a few sessions. They haven’t been magically erased from my memory, so when you claim you’re fine, I’m pretty sure you’re not being honest with me—and yourself.”

      “Oh, fuck. No.” I slowly shake my head. “I’m not doing this.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Being therapized by you under the guise of getting to know me better.”

      “There is no guise,” Nic says, her voice infuriatingly calm. “This is what a relationship is like. You ask each other questions in order to get to know each other.”

      “Maybe that’s why I don’t do relationships,” I blurt out.

      “That’s probably the most honest thing you’ve said all night.” Nic turns to me, the soft smile on her lips too warm for my liking because it’s so hard to argue with. “But we are in a relationship.”

      “I know, but… why can’t we just be in a relationship without—I don’t know.” I shrug like a moody teen would. “All of this. Why can’t it just be fun. We’re supposed to be in the fun stage when all we do is have sex and make each other laugh.”

      “You picked the wrong woman to be with for that,” Nic says and instead of irritating me it does the opposite, which is rather puzzling.

      “Ugh, why were you my therapist?”

      “That’s the wrong question to ask, babe,” Nic says. She smirks at me now while she shuffles closer. “I’m not going to push you tonight, but that doesn’t mean I won’t ask you again.” She tilts her head. “Because I’m in love with you and I want to know everything about you.”

      “Speaking of therapy,” I say, yielding a touch already. “You know what I talk most about with Jan?”

      Nic shakes her head. She can’t know because I haven’t been very forthcoming about my sessions with my new shrink.

      “About my fear of fucking this up. Us. Because I don’t really know how this works. I’m not someone who opens up easily to another person. I like to keep my shit to myself. It’s who I am or, well, who I’ve become, I guess.”

      “You’re scared?” Nic asks, her voice as soft as the pads of her fingers brushing against my wrist.

      “Fucking terrified,” I admit, despite how vulnerable it makes me feel. Whereas I excel at playing vulnerable on set, in real life, I’m not a big fan. I prefer strong and unshakable—and shoving guys in bars.

      “That’s okay. This is scary. For me as well.” Her gaze finds mine. “The whole how-we-met debacle aside…” She nods slowly. “To fall in love with someone is always a little scary. To let someone in like that. To give up the control you’ve always been used to. To find out if you’re even compatible… It’s a lot.”

      “Good thing it’s also a whole lot of fun.” I slide my palms up Nic’s thighs. “And very hot.”

      “I’m not going to let you push me away,” Nic whispers.

      “Okay.” I slant toward Nic until my lips brush her ear. “Are you going to let me fuck you?”

      “Countless times,” Nic replies. “But not now.”

      I jut out my bottom lip like a toddler being refused their favorite piece of candy—that’s kind of how it feels.

      “We can just sit here and feel what we feel,” Nic says. “Without having to change the situation.” Nic’s grin contradicts her words because it’s way too sexy. “You can fuck me later.”

      “When is later?” Sometimes, I really can’t help myself. “I have a breakfast meeting tomorrow and it’s close enough to bedtime.”

      “We can go to bed,” Nic says. “I have a busy day tomorrow as well.”

      I also can’t help but feel a little guilty whenever Nic references her job. She only has a few days left before her practice closes down. I can only hope that, once she’s no longer licensed to practice, she won’t take all her therapy energy out on me.

      “We can go to bed and just lie there,” I say.

      “I think it’s called sleep,” Nic jokes. “Let’s go upstairs and see how it goes.”
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      We walk upstairs without saying anything. I’m not really used to silence meaning something other than boredom or passive aggression.

      In the doorway of my bedroom, I pause like I’m waiting for stage direction. This is the part where I usually take my clothes off and make everything easier—and fun.

      We brush our teeth side by side like we’re an old married couple. I pull on a T-shirt because I do feel like I need some protection. I’m not sure I can handle just lying next to Nic naked without touching her—or if I can fall asleep like that. Nic doesn’t seem to have the same issues. She hops into what has become her side of the bed stark naked.

      “Come here,” she says and opens her arm to me. The space for me in the crook of her shoulder looks very inviting. I cradle my head against her.

      “I’m going to ask you a question that will most likely drive you crazy,” Nic says.

      “Good thing I’m seeing a shrink.”

      Nic continues unperturbed. “How do you feel lying here with me like this?”

      Inside my head, the struggle is real. Because what I want to do more than anything is wrap my lips around her nipple, but it also kind of feels like there’s no space for what I really want right now.

      “Conflicted,” I say, truthfully.

      “About?”

      “How much I want to kiss you right now.”

      “Take a breath,” Nic says. “Just feel whatever you feel. You don’t have to share it with me, but just… feel it.”

      How I hate to be told what to feel. Although, perhaps, that’s not what this is. Indeed, part of me knows very well that’s not what this is. It’s only what I like to make of it.

      “It’s okay.” Nic holds me a little tighter. “I think it’s lovely to just lie here with you.”

      I let out a long breath so Nic knows I’m trying—and I am. This kind of intimacy is so not who I am. But her skin is warm against my cheek and it’s also somehow soothing to lie here with her, not thinking about anything in particular. To know I’m perfectly safe. Nothing bad will happen if I’m not constantly in motion. If I just let whatever I’m feeling, including the things I’ve always tried very hard not to feel, pass by and drift into nothing.

      Maybe therapy is rubbing off on me after all.

      And even though it’s totally different—the opposite, really—it also reminds me of the time we had sex and Nic completely topped me. Another first for me. Maybe she’s just really good for me. Maybe I won’t push her away. I hope so, because this I do feel: Dr. Nicola Forbes is a keeper.

      I let my eyes fall shut and focus on the rhythm of her breath against my ear. I don’t overthink it, nor do I try to turn this moment into something else.

      I just let myself be held until I fall asleep.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          Nic

        

      

    

    
      I close the door behind my final client, the click of the lock echoing loud inside my head. When I turn back to face my office of many years, I don’t know what to do with myself. I haven’t been able to bring myself to end the lease of this space where I listened to so many people’s stories.

      Lois and I found this place together. Her stamp is all over it with its many plants and colorful accents. Before I received my first client, she gave me a mug with the text Feelings Are Welcome Here which I’ve always kept in a spot on the bookshelf only I can see from my desk. I grab it and wrap my hands around it. I glance at her picture. It was taken on the day of her sixtieth birthday.

      “Can you believe I’m Dr. Cougar now,” I say to her forever-still face. How the role reversal would have delighted her. I like to think that Lois would approve of Avery.

      My phone rings, pulling me from my memories.

      “Hi, darling,” Derek says. “How are you holding up? Do you want me to come and get you? Take you somewhere for ludicrously expensive cocktails?”

      “I’m okay.” I’m not entirely sure if it’s the truth. I’m both okay with the decision I had to make and not okay with no longer being able to practice. “Avery’s picking me up, but thanks for offering.” She insisted I not drive myself to the office this morning so she could pick me up on my final day of licensed practice and take me somewhere—I don’t know where, but clearly not to Derek’s, whose company I could definitely do with tonight.

      “Fair enough,” Derek says. “Although I was hoping to get you drunk enough to finally spill what you really think of all your clients.”

      “It’s not because I no longer have a license that I’m no longer bound by confidentiality,” I say.

      “I know.” Derek sounds almost solemn. “I just wanted to check in. See how you were holding up.”

      “I think I’m at peace with it, although that doesn’t make it any less hard to give up doing what I love.”

      “Like that time I decided to give up the A-list in order to be my most authentic queer self.”

      “And your marriage to Ida Burton.”

      “Our marriage was so lavender it made my eyes hurt.” Derek chuckles into the phone. “Yet the tabloids always called us Hollywood’s hottest couple.” He goes quiet for a moment. “Sometimes you have to give up something to get something better in return. It’s the only way.”

      “Yeah.” I’m giving up a lot—a lifetime worth of work—but I have not a single doubt that Avery is worth it.

      A soft knock comes on the door.

      “Thanks for calling. I have to go.”

      “Okay, darling. Love you. Call me if you need me and if you don’t.”

      “Yes,” I call after I’ve hung up.

      The door opens, and in walks Avery, looking ravishing as ever.

      “Oh, fuck,” she says. “So many instant flashbacks to when I first met you here.”

      “Who would have thought the first time you sat down in my client’s chair, that this would happen?” I walk over to her and hug her tight, needing every ounce of comfort I can get.

      “Are you all right?” Avery asks.

      “Better now you’re here.” Avery’s energy changes the vibe in my office.

      While I hold her, I glance at my chair that I’ll never use in the same capacity again. At my framed degrees on the wall. At the other chair that will never again be filled by a client.

      Ambivalence runs riot within me as I’m fully aware I’m losing a big part of who I was, but at the same time—and as Derek alluded to—making room for who I get to be next. With Avery.
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      Instead of an intimate dinner—or cocktails, as Derek would have—Avery takes me straight to the Rainbow Shelter. In the parking lot, she turns to me with a soft smile on her face, and says, “Having had the immense privilege of getting to know you better.” She reaches for my hand. “I’ve learned that your thing, what makes you uniquely you, is helping others. It makes you who you are and you had to give it up for us to be together.” She gives my hand a squeeze. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t take some time off to process everything, but I have arranged for you to meet with Justine to discuss what could be possible for you here, at the shelter.”

      “You’ve ambushed me with altruism.” I curl my fingers tightly around Avery’s. “Leaving me no time at all to wallow.”

      “It’s just a meeting,” Avery says, not taking the wide-open opportunity for a snarky comment about not wanting to be my only client from now on. “Just to soften the blow of having to say goodbye to your practice.”

      “Thank you.” I appreciate the gesture and, even more so, the thought behind it. Although to immediately try to replace one thing with another is a very Avery thing to do—to not leave space for some reflection—but I easily let it go, because she did this for me. And she was more than right to do so.

      When we go inside, some of the residents’ mouths fall wide open at the sudden sight of Avery Hall. Because these are not pesky journalists trying to bait her into a juicy quote, Avery gives them all her attention—and even willingly poses for endless selfies.

      After Justine has welcomed me and thanked me profusely for coming, she says, “Obviously, you can’t practice the way you’ve always done here either, nor have one-on-one sessions with the residents, but there’s plenty of work.” That sounds more like Justine: borderline blunt and always to the point. “The kids would really look up to someone like you.”

      “Because I’m Avery Hall’s old lady?” I joke.

      Justine emits a wry chuckle. “I have noticed a change in behavior toward me since Sienna and I have been together.” Her lips spread into a smile. “Although the biggest impact Sienna made was setting up a permanent fund for the shelter with her father’s inheritance.”

      “Wow. Really?” That’s the first I’m hearing of that, meaning that Avery probably doesn’t even know. Sienna is extremely generous and discreet. And without her, I might never have met Avery. She might never have walked into my practice.

      “We have actual full-time employees now who get paid a respectable wage. It’s been a total game changer,” Justine says.

      “Just to be clear,” I say. “I’m not looking to get paid. I’m here as a volunteer.”

      “Thank god. Sienna told me how much one session with you costs.” Justine breaks the ice between us more and I can only appreciate her straightforward manner—and what she has built here.

      I smile, then say, “Unhoused queer youth aren’t just dealing with poverty and trauma. They’re dealing with rejection at the most formative point of their lives. Rejection from their families and the systems that were supposed to protect them. That kind of dislocation profoundly rewires their sense of worth.”

      “Exactly.” Justine looks me in the eye. From the movie about her life, I know this happened to her as well. Building the shelter is how she responded.

      “I’d like to help with restoring some of these kids’ self-worth,” I say. “But before I do that, I should probably rotate through all the volunteering positions where you think I could be helpful.”

      “I can see why Avery fell for you,” Justine says, paying me the biggest compliment she has so far. “But how are you feeling, this being your last day?”

      “Sad, but also ready for something new.”

      “Let me tell you something I never thought I would say.” Justine’s eyes sparkle with mischief. “Being a hot, young movie star’s cougar comes with considerable perks.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” I say in between chuckles.

      “But let’s also make a pact for us cougars to stick together. Kate’s too young for me to form that kind of alliance with, but you’re perfect.” Yet another side of Justine, who may well become my new boss, that delights the hell out of me.
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          Avery

        

      

    

    
      Ironically, I don’t have to go very far for the thing I don’t want to do. But when Sienna asked me to replace her as a podcast guest alongside Queer Girl Summer director Silke Meisner, I found it hard to say no. Strangely, part of me even wanted to say yes. I wouldn’t call it an enthusiastic yes, but Nic was sitting next to me, and I’d just got back from a session with Jan, and the moment conspired perfectly against me—and my decision-making skills.

      So here I am. In a swanky studio in Silver Lake to record an episode of a podcast called More Than One Thing, in which, according to the official information online, the host interviews people who ‘contain multitudes’. Don’t we all, I thought when I first read that, but I haven’t come here to question the premise. I’ve come here to talk about myself and our movie and answer a few very queer questions because the theme of this episode is ‘Queer Visibility vs. Queer Privacy’.

      “Just your cup of tea,” Nic joked when I told her.

      The host is a lovely woman named Romy Reyes who, Silke told me, is quite the celebrity in the world of podcasts. She’s poised and exudes the kind of calm that usually comes from experience.

      Fifteen minutes in, Romy asks me the dreaded question. “You’ve been very private about your personal life over the years. What made you decide to be visible now?”

      “It wasn’t exactly a choice,” I say, which is true, but also a touch defensive. “For the record, I don’t agree with how tabloids and gossip websites work. Exploiting privacy for profit. But I chose to be an actor and, apparently, you can’t have one without the other. So, that choice was made for me, and many others before me.”

      Deadline for Love has been a massive hit and, according to Leslie, that picture of Nic exiting my house has a lot to do with that—“without discrediting the movie in any way, of course,” she assured me.

      “Tabloid practices aside, how do you feel about being a queer icon?” Romy asks a question I dread even more. “Thanks to your movie, of course, Silke,” she says, giving me a moment to think about my reply.

      I could be defensive again. Deny this silly status I’ve somehow acquired. Or I could just own it. Being with Nic, and therapy with Jan have made me see things from a different perspective.

      “I definitely think ‘icon’ is too ludicrous a word.” I haven’t changed my mind about that, although I do sometimes say it to Nic when I’m trying to get my way. “But yeah, I’m definitely queer. And doing Queer Girl Summer has changed me. Not just because that movie went stratospheric, but because it was just so incredibly, unapologetically queer. At first, I felt a bit uncomfortable with that because I didn’t want to be seen only as that queer actor who bared her breasts in the woods, you know? But, very much like the title of this podcast, I’m more than just queer.” I pause to think. Nic and I have had so many conversations about this by now that I find it pretty easy to talk about what I previously had such difficulty with. “But I am also queer, and the kind of visibility this movie has created for queer people, and queer actors in particular, is also a privilege. I see that now.”

      Jan has also made me realize a thing or two about myself and how I was raised to not show vulnerability because it was unhelpful at the time. My childhood was more about getting by than about nurturing emotions. But I’m a big girl now, and my emotions are allowed to be big and bold and all over the place.

      I glance at Romy who just lets me speak—a bit like therapy, really.

      Silke gives me the smallest nod. She’s probably in shock, hearing me say this.

      “Today, I can honestly say I’m very proud that I’ll be playing another queer role in Mimi St. James’s next movie.” Mimi sent me the final script last week, and it absolutely blew me away. I’m so glad I didn’t say no because I didn’t want to play queer again.

      “I can’t wait to see that,” Romy says. “Do you ever feel people expect you to be someone for them, just because you’re visible?”

      Oh, fuck. This really is like therapy. Sienna’s gone and done it again. That bitch.

      “I definitely think that fame is a double-edged sword. And going from ten years on Echo Bay to a smash-hit like Queer Girl Summer was… a lot.” I look at Silke, who is, in many ways, responsible for this huge change in my life, but she sits there unperturbed. She’s probably enjoying the hell out of this. “I’m aware of the huge privilege, don’t get me wrong.” I would rather swallow my tongue than say this out loud—I’m still very much a work in progress—but, lately, I often think of the insecure teenager I was, with not many people or places to turn to, and how, perhaps having a queer role model might have helped me feel less alone.

      “But I have felt compelled to project some sort of impossible image of perfection, because when you’re queer in public, you can’t make any mistakes, because of how it can reflect on the community.” I give a wry chuckle. “But perfection isn’t really my jam.” Hence me shoving that douchebag in that bar—but I’m not talking about that in public.

      “It’s no one’s jam,” Silke interjects. “As a movie director, the idea of the perfect movie is the first thing you have to let go of. But it’s persistent. It’s a human flaw we have that we can’t shake, possibly increased by the times we live in. We’re always trying to prove something. But if you look at a movie set as a microcosm, then you quickly realize that imperfection is the norm. Basically, making a movie is exactly like life because the largest part of it is dealing with one thing after another, whether you’re queer or not.”

      “Some might say Queer Girl Summer is the perfect movie.” Romy fangirls over Silke for a bit, which is a joy to witness—and gives me a break.

      Then Romy turns to me again and asks, “How has being in a relationship changed you?”

      Leslie made sure Romy signed a document forbidding her to bring up the ethics of how Nic and I got together, but I guess she’s allowed to skirt the edges. And I don’t mind talking about Nic.

      “I’m still the same person, although I’ve definitely also changed.” Butterflies still somersault in my stomach when I talk about Nic. “Being loved is a kind of permission to… soften. To take off the armor. To stop performing and projecting the kind of strength you may not actually have. It doesn’t make you someone new, but it lets you become more of who you really are.” And hasn’t that been the hardest lesson for me to learn? I still struggle with it every day, but Nic makes it easier on me—she makes every little thing easier, really.

      After the recording I text Nic.

      
        
          
            
              
        Congratulations. You’ve turned me into someone who talks about their feelings in public.

      

      

      

      

      

      She replies with three fire emojis followed by:

      
        
          
            
              
        God help us all.
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      When I listen to the podcast Silke and Avery are guests on, it’s almost like hearing a stranger speak. That Avery would candidly reply to such intimate questions in public is astounding—and sounds nothing like the woman who walked into my practice a few months ago.

      I’m in the middle of preparing us a meal when she lets herself into my house and walks into the kitchen.

      I wipe my hands and say, “You’re definitely a queer icon now.” I hold my arms open to her. Part of me still can’t believe Avery Hall has a key to my house that she uses on a very regular basis and, when she does, her first action is always to kiss me profusely. “You sounded so mature and grounded on that podcast.”

      “Maybe I can stop seeing Jan now,” Avery whispers. “Do you think I’ve graduated from therapy?”

      “That’s a question for your therapist,” I wisely say.

      “I’ll ask her tomorrow.” Avery kisses me on the cheek again, then glances at the kitchen island. “What’s cooking, good-looking?” It’s the same thing she always says when I prepare us a meal and, every single time, it makes my heart sing—because it’s silly and affectionate and so very Avery all at once.

      “A veggie noodle stir-fry,” I say.

      “Sounds good, but not as good as this.” She curls her arms around me again and touches her lips to mine. Her velvet-warm tongue finds mine, and I welcome it with instant abandon.

      A hand slips under my shirt. It’s warm against the small of my back and my whole body arches into her. I’ve already forgotten all about the vegetables I was chopping. All I can feel is Avery pressing against me—wanting and hungry, but not for the dinner I was making her.

      “Frisky day on set?” I ask, in between kisses.

      Avery doesn’t reply with words. Even though we have all the time in the world, she kisses me with an urgency that leaves me dizzy.

      She walks us backward until my ass meets the edge of the kitchen island. Her knee slips between my thighs, coaxing them apart, and the moment our bodies align, something in me clenches. Her lips are insistent, and her hands quickly follow suit.

      I moan softly into her mouth, my fingers clutching at the fabric of her shirt. I gave up a lot to be with Avery but in moments like this, it doesn’t feel like a loss.

      Volunteering at the shelter, which Avery, in her own way, pushed me to do much quicker than I might have done on my own, has been eye-opening. I work with teens who have no home, no security, and no parent who loves them enough to accept them as they are.

      At first, I rotated through every role: kitchen prep, group organizing, admin support. I needed the humility of learning from the ground up, of showing up without credentials or titles, just as Nic.

      It took me a while to stop slipping into therapist mode. Old habits don’t vanish overnight. I had to teach myself how to just listen without steering, how to offer presence without probing. To just be with the kids.

      One night, I made dinner for twelve teenagers with complicated pasts and unpredictable appetites. It was a disaster—burnt rice and not enough tofu—but they still devoured every last bite, laughing around the table like they belonged somewhere. It hit me then: healing doesn’t always look like a couch and a notebook. Sometimes, it looks like a second helping of mediocre food.

      It’s not glamorous work, but I’ve come to love it—not because it replaces what I had, but because it’s teaching me who I can be outside of my former practice. I don’t know what’s next for me, but for now, this is enough.

      On the podcast, Avery revealed that being with me has changed her. The same goes for me.

      Avery’s mouth moves to my neck, and my thoughts dissolve into nothing. Slowly, she unbuttons my blouse as though she’s unwrapping the most precious present. Every inch of skin she reveals feels like it’s waking up under her gaze. She leans in, and her lips linger at my collarbone. When her lips touch against my skin, my knees buckle.

      She slips the blouse off my shoulders, then reaches behind my back with the typical Avery confidence that drove me crazy from the get-go. When my bra comes undone, she slowly slides the straps down my arms, her eyes never leaving mine. Between my legs, my clit roars for attention.

      Avery dips her head and takes my nipple into her mouth, her tongue slow and hot. The jolt it sends through me is immediate and electric. I grip the edge of the island, trying to stay upright, but she’s not making it easy.

      She lets go of my nipple and looks me in the eye. Her hands trail down my sides until her fingertips graze just beneath the waistband of my jeans. She unbuttons them without breaking eye contact. When the zipper lowers, my breath catches and my body tightens in response. I’m more than ready for whatever she’ll do next.

      Her hand slips inside my panties, the heat of her palm maddeningly close to my throbbing clit. I try to push against her, try to make contact, but she pulls back.

      “I’m going to devour you,” Avery whispers, and she’s so hot and intoxicating and fucking gorgeous, I’m already beside myself. “We’re in the kitchen, after all.” The smirk she sends me makes my body ache with want. Never in my wildest dreams have I ever imagined feeling like this again after Lois died. I didn’t think I’d ever want anyone like this again—let alone allow myself to. But Avery came into my life like a force of nature. And here I am, undone in my own kitchen, trembling under her touch.

      Avery sinks to her knees, taking the last of my clothes with her. She eases me out of my jeans and panties, and when she looks up at me, with her lips parted like that, I forget how to breathe.

      I stand naked in my kitchen, pressed against the island where, not too long ago, I was cooking dinner, with my legs spread wide and Avery, on her knees, between them.

      Avery presses a soft kiss against the inside of my thigh.

      “I missed you today,” she whispers just loud enough for me to hear. “This was all I could think of all day.” She glances up at me. “God, how I want you.”

      My knees buckle again because her words floor me. Her feelings for me floor me. Her head disappears between my thighs again and all I see is her blonde mane of hair. I dig my fingers into its softness. She responds by kissing my inner thigh again and again.

      Her warm breath rushes over my pulsing clit and when her tongue finally touches it, the moan of pleasure that escapes me probably reverberates through the entire house.

      Avery licks me slowly. Overwhelmed by the sensation of her mouth, I tip my head back. Pure joy courses through me—the kind I had believed I had lost forever. But it’s never too late. Not for joy and not for love, if you’re brave enough to let it in. This asked for more courage than I believed I had—for a leap of faith I’d assumed I was too old and cynical to take.

      But I let Avery slip in through the cracks I thought I’d sealed for good. And now, with her mouth on me, I know there’s no going back. We can only go forward, and it’s the only direction I want to go.

      Even though, like every human on this planet, I can’t predict the future. No matter your hopes and dreams, life will always be different than you imagined. Hence Hollywood’s latest queer icon licking me to a thundering climax in my kitchen. I have no way of knowing where we will be a year, or five years from now, but no matter what happens—and no matter how difficult it was to make—I will never regret my decision to choose her. To choose love—like I know, with every fiber of my being, Lois would have wanted me to.

      When Avery sucks me into her mouth, I shatter. A ragged cry escapes me as her tongue circles me, relentlessly. My body jerks against her face, my thighs tensing, my fingers tangle tightly in her hair, as the orgasm tears through me—raw, deep, and dizzying. Wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me, and all I can do is fall apart against her—and be immensely grateful for this breathtaking, impossible second chance at love.
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          Avery

        

      

    

    
      To see Nic walk toward me all strapped-on like that is another new sensation I’d never thought I’d enjoy. Despite my abysmal track record in relationships, over the years, I’ve found myself entangled in a couple of situationships—even the odd one-night stand—and I’ve never let anyone top me—until Nic. I was simply not capable of it before, and it made me believe I didn’t want it. Until Dr. Nic Forbes showed up in my life—and in my bed.

      “Hey,” she says, her voice thick with desire.

      “Hey, yourself.” I scoot over, making space. My clit throbs for her.

      Nic slides next to me, the strap pressing against my thigh.

      “You look so good waiting for me like this,” Nic whispers.

      If any other person in the world had ever said something like this to me before, I would have laughed them out of bed. But that’s the old Avery—pre-Nic Avery. I’m different now. I’ve shed a few layers of protection, and dirty talk has become all the more effective for it.

      Nic runs her fingertips along my belly and my skin erupts in goosebumps. She brings her lips to my ear, and whispers, “Are you ready to be taken care of?”

      She might as well have slipped a finger inside me, that’s how much her husky words turn me on. I can only nod as I luxuriate in this other new feeling to me. To be taken care of—and to let someone else do that for me. The vulnerability this requires doesn’t come natural to me—not by a fucking long shot—but I’ve learned that, in this particular situation, the pay-off will be oh-so worth it.

      Still lying next to me, her fingertips teasing my breasts, Nic pushes the strap against my thigh—as if I could possibly forget she’s wearing it.

      I let out a shaky breath that Nic catches in her mouth as she kisses me. Her tongue slides against mine with such tenderness, I swear I can feel it between my legs.

      When she pulls back just enough to whisper, “Let me show you what else this tongue can do,” my clit nearly bursts with anticipation.

      Nic trails kisses down my throat, then lower, as she begins her delicious descent. She slides between my legs and by the time her shoulders nestle against my inner thighs, I’m ready and wide open for her.

      Nic brushes her lips over my sex, teasing me, but not for long. She’s soon drawing lazy circles around my clit, anticipation coiling tighter inside me with every pass of her tongue. And this is just foreplay. I go wet for her—no lube required, no matter the size of that strap.

      And to think that, even a few weeks ago, I was afraid I’d run from this level of intimacy. That I couldn’t take it—that I didn’t want it. Now, it’s all I want.

      Nic slows her tongue, then plants one final kiss on my clit. She rises onto her knees, her hands firm on my thighs as she guides them wider, her eyes never leaving mine.

      When she grips the base of the strap and presses it against me, her voice is low and throaty. “Tell me you’re ready for me.”

      “Fuck,” I murmur. “I’m so fucking ready.”

      She rubs the tip of the toy gently against my thrumming clit first, making my breath stall in my throat. She reaches down, strokes the length of the toy across my wet sex, coating it in my arousal before slipping the tip just barely inside.

      My entire body tenses around that first inch, the stretch divine and maddening, but Nic doesn’t move—she just holds it there, still and in utter control.

      Her thumb finds my clit, circling slowly, and I throb around the toy without either of us moving.

      “I want to feel you open for me… inch by inch,” Nic whispers.

      I swallow hard, my heart racing in my chest.

      She pulls out slightly, then presses in a fraction deeper and every nerve ending in my body comes alive.

      It’s like with Nic, I’ve somehow met my match. As though it took someone like her to open me up like this—both emotionally and physically. Someone who’s been through what she has. Someone who was willing to give up something very important, just for me. Not that, for me—as opposed to the ethics board—it was a requirement but, for all my fame and fortune, I’m not used to someone doing something like that for me—let alone make the kind of sacrifice Nic has.

      The very least I can do in return is continue therapy with Jan and keep working on my issues. They haven’t miraculously disappeared just because I’m in a real relationship now, but at least I’m aware that I lash out sometimes. And that talking about your feelings is not a sign of weakness but a solid foundation for a relationship. That this—letting someone else come this close to me—is the best thing I’ve ever done. That running from intimacy is not the path to happiness—only to bar brawls.

      Nic sinks in further, the toy gliding through my wetness, and my body pulls her in without hesitation. She withdraws almost entirely, then thrusts back in, slow and deep, the friction exquisite. Nic repeats this masterfully, each stroke finding a new place inside me to ignite.

      Her breath is hot against my cheek as she leans in again.

      “I’m going to fuck you so good,” she says, and I lose whatever functioning part of my mind I have left.

      She drives in deeper on the next stroke, hips flush against mine, and I cry out—because she’s not just in my body now, she’s everywhere.

      “Until you come so hard,” Nic whispers, her voice easily replacing the sensation of what her thumb did to my clit earlier. But there’s no room left for her hand between our bodies. Nic can’t be any closer.

      I wrap my legs around her, pulling her in tighter, needing more, needing everything, chasing the joy of release as if it’s the only thing that will let me breathe again.

      Nic shifts her angle just slightly, and suddenly she’s hitting a spot that makes every nerve jolt. My moans turn into desperate sounds I can’t control.

      “Come on,” she growls into my neck, her thrusts harder and more purposeful now. “I want to feel you come for me.”

      It’s as though, every time we do this, she finds a way to push me further—to make me let go more. And I swear it heals something inside me. Something that I can’t name with words—not yet, anyway—but that I feel everywhere.

      The orgasm tears through me like a white-hot blaze, stealing every thought from my brain until all that’s left is sensation. I cry out her name, my body arching into hers, muscles clenching around the toy as pleasure pulses through me in long, delirious waves.

      Nic gently pulls out and immediately wraps her arms around me. She holds me as I come apart in her embrace, utterly wrecked but completely safe.
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          Nic

        

      

    

    
      “They’re just people, like you and me,” I said to Avery before we left.

      “The fuck they are,” was her eloquent reply.

      But I remember how easily she charmed Ida Burton and Faye Fleming at my sister’s infamous—for many reasons—birthday party. How two of the most iconic actors of our time adore my girlfriend after seeing her in Queer Girl Summer.

      We’re sitting on the deck of Ida and Faye’s house in Malibu, the ocean glowing orange under the setting sun.

      “To love.” Derek lifts his glass.

      “I’ll drink to that.” Ida shoots me a wink and even though I’ve known her for a long time—she used to be fake-married to my best friend, after all—I get what Avery means when she says that Ida is not a mere mortal like the rest of us. Even dressed in just jeans and a blouse, with that magnificent mane of ginger curls and, especially, with that ridiculously radiant smile, she just pulls you in. Faye might have been straight when she played opposite Ida in A New Day, but I bet she didn’t stand a chance. Like I didn’t stand a chance with Avery.

      “Fuck yeah,” Avery says. To me, she looks a million times more stunning than Ida Burton and Faye Fleming combined. “To my ex-therapist old lady.” She tilts her glass to mine. “If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.”

      Avery’s not shy, not even among her idols, and to sit here with her, on Ida and Faye’s deck, with my dear friends Ben and Derek, and enjoy this moment together, fills me with utter joy. For five long years, I’ve always been the single one. But no more.

      I’ve only gone and snagged Hollywood’s hottest star. Some days, I have no idea how this happened. When I asked Avery this question, secretly serious though disguised as a joke, she said, “Are you fucking kidding me? You are the most spectacular woman I’ve ever met.” I happily accepted her answer and resisted the urge to dig deeper.

      Sometimes, you meet someone you can’t run from. Sometimes, you make a connection that changes something significant inside you. And, in the end, love is love and, when you know—when you feel it everywhere—you have no choice but to go with it. You make the sacrifice and don’t care what anyone thinks. Because love is bigger than that. And the kind of connection Avery and I have is so rare, I’d be a fool to deny myself her love.

      “To love.” I also lift my glass and look Avery in the eye. Instantly, a buzz takes over my body. But it’s not just physical between us, although that has been a huge part of it. How she can give herself to me time and time again is better than any climax. How she has grown and has come to accept herself. How she’s been ready to put in the work with Jan which, I know very well from experience, can be grueling and tedious and simply not something you want to put yourself through week after week, but Avery does it anyway. She sits in that chair and talks about all the things she doesn’t want to talk about. Then, she comes home to me. Also, time and time again.

      “To lesbians,” Ben says. “Whom, I have learned, are definitely not our wiser, better-behaved sisters.”

      We toast and laugh and enjoy each other’s company.

      When I go inside to use the bathroom, my gaze is drawn to a massive painting on the wall. I immediately recognize the artist. The colors alone give it away. That’s a Raffo Shah. I’ve seen one before at Justine’s house and the style is unmistakable—all that bold, joyful color used like a language of its own.

      This particular one is very different from the one at Justine’s. It’s a painting of Ida and Faye with their two kids, painted in a way that makes it feel alive. Ida’s eyes have that spark that so defines her. Faye’s gaze is softer and there’s such warmth in how her hands rest on their kids’ shoulders. There’s motion in the brushwork, as if the artist didn’t just want to capture how they looked—but how they are. Raffo Shah definitely succeeded.

      It makes me think of the many pictures I have of Lois and me. They will remain in their spots in my house—and my heart—but new ones will be added. Pictures of Avery and me.

      Maybe that’s the most surprising thing of all—that the heart doesn’t shut down after one great love. It doesn’t fill up and stay full. It expands and makes room for more.

      I used to think Lois was the one-and-only great love of my life. I’d resigned myself to the fact that, at least, I’d had it and experienced it. The love that Lois and I shared was already such a rare and precious thing, it was only logical, I told myself after she died, that you’d only get one of those in your lifetime. But, just like so many of us do, I was only protecting myself.

      Before I walk back onto the deck, I glance at Avery. She’s laughing at something Derek just said, one hand curled around her glass, the other brushing against her face. The light catches the gold in her sun-kissed hair, and for a moment, I can only stare. She couldn’t look more like someone who belongs on a movie poster, but right now, she’s just mine. Confident and radiant, with eyes that miss nothing and a mouth that’s always ready for an f-bomb. Oh, how I love her.

      Avery spots me and returns my gaze. To retake my seat next to her is, at the same time, a small and humongous pleasure.

      Faye’s attention is pulled to two women walking hand in hand on the beach.

      “Looks like the neighbors are out for a walk,” she says.

      “Is that Ava Castaneda?” Avery asks.

      “Yeah, she and Charlie live in the house next door,” Faye says.

      “Is that a sandwich you’d be into?” Derek asks Avery, because he just can’t help himself.

      “I have all the sandwich I need right here.” Avery leans into me and pecks me on the cheek.

      “Maybe they really aren’t as misbehaved as us,” Ben chimes in.

      The four females at the table all shake their heads, Avery very much included.

      “Both Ava and Charlie are huge fans of Queer Girl Summer,” Ida says. “That’s probably why they’re casually strolling by, pretending not to look over.”

      “Why didn’t you invite them?” Derek asks.

      “Faye wanted Nic and Avery all to herself,” Ida deadpans.

      “Is that so?” Ben asks. “Should we take our leave now?” He squints at Ida. “Are we even welcome here?”

      “My ex-husband and his husband will always be welcome here,” Ida says.

      On the beach below, Ava and Charlie have started waving. They approach the back of the deck. Faye gets up and invites them to join.

      “Don’t be surprised if Charlie offers to write you a trilogy. Or a ten-season series,” Ida says. “Queer Girl Summer really kind of shook her. I think she’s a little jealous she didn’t write it.”

      “I’d love to work with Charlie Cross,” Avery says, as though playing queer roles and working with queer screen writers and directors is all she does now.

      “Oh Christ,” Derek says. “I thought I was at a dinner party at my ex-wife’s, but no dinner has been served and, instead, I’m afraid this is going to turn into some sort of lesbian brainstorming session.”

      “Ava and I are bi,” Faye says drily.

      “That doesn’t change the amount of estrogen on this deck,” Derek says.

      “Most of us are well above fifty,” Faye says while winking at me. “Making estrogen the least of your worries.”

      “And yet.” Derek paints on a smile. “Not a stray chin hair in sight. The wonders of Hollywood never cease.”

      Ava and Charlie arrive, adding even more star power to this already star-studded deck and I have to pinch myself that this is my life. Still, I only have eyes for Avery as Charlie and Ava fawn over her, and she accepts their compliments with grace and ease.

      Avery meets my gaze again. She’s still half-listening to Ava, nodding along, utterly in her element. And even though we are surrounded by Hollywood’s finest, with too many Oscars and Emmys between them to count, Avery looks at me like I’m the only one worth noticing.

      That’s the kind of love I never thought I’d get twice—but somehow, I did.
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 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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