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Prologue
Fourteen Years Ago
“We’ll never see this exact sky again,” Tori said with her dark eyes trained on the summer stars and her heart lodged in her dry throat. The terracotta roof tiles digging into her back were easier to ignore when she was a little tipsy, but she wished somebody would turn down the music on the graduation party she was avoiding.
“God, I forgot how philosophical tequila makes you,” Mia joked in her raspy voice and took another swig from the bottle. She shook her shoulders while pretending to exhale fire, then dropped next to Tori.
Tori closed her eyes when Mia turned on her side and curled around her—one leg wrapped around Tori’s thigh and one arm strewn across Tori’s belly. Mia was short and curvy where Tori was long and lean, but they fit together like they’d been tailor made.
They’d lain on the roof of Mia’s mom’s pool house hundreds of times since freshman year. Hundreds of times… but this was the last. Even Mia’s usually soothing touch couldn’t break the concrete knot blocking Tori’s windpipe.
“I just can’t believe it’s the end, you know?” Tori whispered into the night, her voice half obscured by pounding music and the sound of their friends laughing and splashing in the pool below.
“It’s just high school graduation, babe. You’re not going out to find Private Ryan in the morning.”
Mia draped a smile over her words, but Tori couldn’t find the will to return it. Couldn’t do anything but try to control the pit that had been burning in her belly for months.
“You’re obsessed with that movie,” was the best response she could muster.
Mia’s laughter eroded Tori’s gloomy mood. “Blame Brother Peter for showing it to us in ninth grade. That was a very formative time, you know,” she added in a mock teacher tone.
Tori closed her eyes and tried to memorize the way Mia felt against her skin. The way her hair—dyed bright red and falling just below her chin—smelled like coconut. She wanted to remember the way the thin scar above Mia’s eyebrow felt under her thumb. An out of place divot left by a diving board.
There were so many little details. It was like grabbing at fistfuls of sand and never having enough to take with her. Not when she was leaving for college in Gainesville in a week, and Mia would be thousands of miles away in Philly.
“It’s never going to be like this again,” Tori said while Mia fidgeted with the hem of Tori’s T-shirt, fingertips grazing the sensitive skin of her abdomen every time she did. The light touch was a boot at Tori’s throat.
Rolling away from her for a beat, Mia reached for the bottle of tequila and offered it to her. “Come on. We’re going to have to drink you right out of this funk.” With the moonlight dancing in her light hazel eyes and her fair skin flushed pink, there wasn’t anything Mia couldn’t sell. Nothing Tori could deny.
Tori stared at the bottle. If she took it, it might be the sip that sent her right over the edge of buzzed and into totally drunk. It was always dangerous to be more than tipsy around Mia. The secret seared into her heart was always ramming itself against her lips, desperate to break free. If she relaxed for just a second, she couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t escape. She should stay vigilant.
“You know it doesn’t really have a worm in it,” Mia said, as if that was the reason Tori was hesitant to get wasted.
Keeping herself bound up so tight. Always cautious. Always holding back. It was exhausting. With an eye roll, Tori grabbed the bottle and took two revolting gulps that burned from the back of her throat and down to her tense stomach.
Dizzy, she crumpled onto her back again. Seconds later, Mia was in her usual spot at her side.
“We’re Bonnie and Clyde, Tori. Nothing is going to separate us,” Mia announced like she was planting her flag on the moon.
Tori laughed. Tequila and Mia’s hand slipping under her shirt warmed her from the inside out. “You do remember how that worked out for them, right?”
Mia shifted to sit up on one elbow, taking her soothing touch with her. Everywhere her skin had met Tori’s was colder in her absence.
“Fine. We’ll write our own story then. Though I think you would look amazing in pinstripes, and I would be a fantastic flapper.” Mia smirked before running her fingers through Tori’s long brown hair. The hair Tori left in loose waves because Mia loved it that way. “There’s no one on Earth like you anyway,” she added, voice barely above a whisper.
Tori felt every syllable like a lightning strike in her chest. Thousands of bright flashes landing against muscle and bone until her ribs expanded to breaking. Every rake of Mia’s fingernails against her scalp was a rush of fresh oxygen to her pounding heart.
Drunk on Mia, Tori’s world shrank to a single, unbearable truth: Nothing mattered except for her. Nothing except the way Mia’s bottom lip slipped between her teeth. The flush creeping up her throat, blooming over her cheeks. The rise and fall of her chest, uneven, matching Tori’s own struggle to breathe.
Her eyes locked onto Tori’s. A secret on the verge of breaking. Mia looked at Tori like she wanted to kiss her too. Like she’d thought about it before. Dreamed about it. Just like Tori had.
All Tori wanted was a moment. A single beat in the symphony of her life to know what Mia’s lips tasted like. To know, after four years of wanting, if Mia felt the same way she did.
“Don’t you know you’re never getting rid of me?” Mia’s lopsided smile was barely visible. It was an ember that landed in a flammable pile of brittle leaves.
Tori was a wildfire breaking her containment. Entire body trembling with the terror that she was wrong about Mia’s feelings—that she might set fire to the wrong thing if she made a move—Tori reached up and touched the tips of Mia’s hair where it nearly brushed her collarbones.
If Mia leaned in—if she obliterated the inches between them while hovering over her—Tori would die. Die with Mia branded on her lips and consider it the greatest honor of her eighteen years on earth.
“You’re going to forget me as soon as you lose your flip-flop tan.” Tori breathed her fear to life. It sounded so much smaller in a whisper than it felt thrashing against her ribs.
“Oh, please.” Mia’s smile was slow and devastating. “Like I could ever live without you.” Her fingertips lingered over Tori’s temple, her touch featherlight.
“Babe!” a guy called from the ground below.
Disoriented, it took Tori several seconds to recognize the voice. To picture Mia’s boyfriend and his dumbass face. Her stomach soured at the sound, her gut recognizing him before her hazy brain did.
Instead of responding to him, Mia dropped onto Tori’s chest and groaned. “I guess we’ve been up here a while,” she said, tone unreadable. “Listen, nothing is going to change, okay?” She hooked her leg around Tori’s thigh and nuzzled into her neck. “We’re going to graduate from college and I’m going to med school wherever the hell I can get in, and you’re going to be the GM of a WNBA team. When I move back, we’ll be millionaires living in connected townhouses by the beach. Together, we’ll have a bunch of babies and live happily ever after.”
Well and truly drunk, Tori’s adrenaline dump felt like falling down a black hole. She laughed to help the overload leave her body. “I don’t know that I want a single baby, let alone a litter.” One of the few things Tori couldn’t tell her best friend was that she wasn’t sure she wanted to marry a dude. That she liked the part of Mia’s fantasy where they spent every day together, but not the part where they married twin brothers so that their kids could be as close as siblings.
“Mia!” he called again. “Are you up there?”
This time, Tori didn’t have the benefit of being lost in thoughts of kissing Mia. The sound of Mia’s boyfriend’s voice made her stiffen. She didn’t want to be jealous, but it was a reflex. A hard-wired chemical reaction she couldn’t stop.
“Don’t be mad,” Mia whispered along the column of her neck before kissing her cheek. “I love you and you’re still sleeping over, right? I just have to spend a little time with him so he doesn’t get all mopey.”
When Mia sat up, Tori resisted the urge to pull her back down. To tell her that she didn’t have to jump when he called like a freaking trained Pomeranian.
Tori didn’t say a word. She never gave Mia any relationship advice, even though she knew Mia could do better than a mouth-breathing water polo douche. She couldn’t know for sure that it wasn’t just her jealousy talking, and she never wanted to lead Mia astray. Never wanted to betray her trust.
“I bet Justin’s here already.” Mia wiggled her brows. “Susie told me he’s definitely going to have the balls to ask you out tonight.”
Tori didn’t move. She was too drunk to climb down from the pool house roof without breaking her neck. “His balls are none of my business,” she joked, deciding to stay on the perch she might not see again.
Mia laughed, the sound like fireworks in Tori’s churning stomach. And then she was gone. Tori was left looking up at the stars—the ones that had just looked so bright—and watched them blur.



One
Tori believed in three truths about Miami: the heat could melt your will to live, the traffic could break your soul, and everything ran more smoothly if you planned for disaster. That’s why she built in an hour buffer wherever she went; no amount of preparation could account for the sheer lawlessness of I-95. And yet, her hope of getting to the office early enough to get actual work done before her nine o’clock interview was dying a slow, agonizing death.
Instead of giving in to her baser instincts and speeding down the highway’s shoulder, Tori looked away from the wall of red brake lights and down at her phone. A dozen new emails had come in since she’d left her Midtown loft and started for her suburban Coral Gables office. When every email was urgent, it was surprisingly easy to check her texts instead.
Larissa: Hope you’ve had your cafecito this morning…
Knowingly taking the vague bait, Tori called her best friend and fellow broker. The moment Larissa’s voice crackled through the speakers of her matte black Jeep, Tori knew there was a fire waiting for her at the office. Probably more than one. She sipped her latte, relaxed into her seat, and listened.
She breezed through the archway of the Mediterranean mid-rise and hit the button for the tenth floor with fifteen minutes to spare. While finishing the dregs of her coffee, she texted her client off a ledge and stopped him from pulling out of his factory’s multi-million-dollar lease over a parking lot dispute with the flooring company next door.
In the elevator’s reflection, Tori fixed her freshly cut choppy bob. A few highlights in her natural dark brown waves brought out the gold in her olive skin. After a lifetime of long hair, she’d rebelled when she turned thirty. Tori was more comfortable in her own skin at thirty-two than ever before. The hard work she’d put into her foundation had paid off and the skyscraper was going up exactly as designed.
Dressed in high-waisted, wide-legged trousers and a silky tank that made the July humidity somewhat bearable, she stepped off the elevator and into Diaz and Newport Commercial Realty. The modern office was better suited to downtown or the beach, but the two principal brokers were old-school and liked the prestige of the affluent Gables neighborhood. Tori could make her commute easier and move, but her mixed-use Midtown building had been her first major project. She’d always been a sucker for firsts.
“Your nine A.M. is stuck on the causeway,” the receptionist behind the poured concrete desk said as soon as Tori walked in. “He said an accident has the bridge blocked.”
Few things were as reliable in Miami as unhinged drivers causing accidents. He should have known that.
Tori’s reply was unwavering. “Tell Mr. Aster, as nicely as you can, that if he’s late, he’s out.”
It’s not that she didn’t understand traffic, but errors in judgement were unacceptable. If she couldn’t trust an agent to get to a job interview on time, how could she trust them with any of their clients? People handing over their reputations—and astronomical amounts of money—had to have total confidence in their agents. Mistakes as avoidable as getting in the car on time spoke of incompetence.
Tori had only gotten beyond the first glass-encased conference room when Larissa darted out from the kitchen. In a fitted blue suit and swag for days, Larissa was a striking combination of masc and femme. A Brazilian iteration of Emma D’Arcy, her dark bedroom eyes and slicked-back short hair attracted everyone with a pulse.
Even Tori had been momentarily smitten when they met at a queer professionals group years earlier. Unfortunately, it had been immediately apparent that their connection was purely platonic. Dating her best friend would’ve made Tori’s life infinitely easier.
“The new CRM system didn’t import any clients with last names A through D,” Larissa said by way of greeting and took Tori’s empty coffee to replace it with a shot of Cuban espresso. “We lost hundreds of contacts in the migration and IT can’t find the backups.”
Knocking back jet fuel, Tori tried not to make a face at the acidic, unsweetened punch. “I told you not to let Nilda make the coladas anymore,” she half-joked and threw the empty plastic cup in the trash.
“Yeah, well.” Larissa smirked. “No one quite fears me as they do the woman who hires and fires.”
At Larissa’s feigned envy, Tori rolled her eyes. “Like you have any interest in management.”
“You’re right. I’m much more of the from behind type.” She wiggled her brows.
Tori laughed. “Pretty sure you mean behind the scenes.”
With a devilish grin, Larissa tipped her head to the side. “Do I?”
Tori led the way to her office while they talked. Intentionally minimalist, the curated space had its own small seating area and a partial view of the Biltmore Golf Course. As the managing broker, she had the fourth most coveted office. Only Larissa knew she had her sights set on the huge corner suite.
“Well, I guess it’s a good thing I made my own backups despite reassurances that data couldn’t be lost when we switched.” Tori dropped her bag on her uncluttered glass desk and went for a locked cabinet under a series of floating shelves across from a round table and four chairs.
Tori slapped a bandage on the CRM issue and was walking with Larissa back to the kitchen when she heard the front door chime. She glanced down at her smartwatch.
Three minutes late is still late, Mr. Aster.
She might’ve been impressed that the prospective agent was tenacious enough to show up anyway, probably to plead his case. But defiance of a clear directive was too close to insubordination. There was a lot she could teach new hires about the job, but she couldn’t change their character. She’d learned that the hard way.
Tori started toward reception, intending to give the young man a few minutes of her time and impart some valuable lessons, when a voice she hadn’t heard in nearly fifteen years flash froze her in place. Standing behind the ornamental wall separating the office from the reception area, Tori couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe.
“Hi, um, I’m looking for Victoria Cruz.”
Mia. Her heart thumped the syllable like a sledgehammer smashing through bone.
Her voice was still silk and sandpaper. Honey-sweet and whisky-warm. It made the air too thin, like Tori was standing on Everest without supplemental oxygen.
The sound reminded her of a thousand secrets whispered in the dark. Of laughter and hope and more talking than Tori had ever done. It transported her to another life against her will. To a time when she had been riddled with insecurity and self-doubt. When she had no control over anything. When she’d let a stupid and hopeless and forever-unrequited crush control everything she did. When she’d been embarrassing and pathetic.
“Do you have an appointment?” the receptionist asked politely, despite having a copy of Tori’s calendar and knowing the answer.
“No. I’m her…”
Mia’s chuckle was a nervous rattle in her throat. It made Tori’s mouth go dry and her heart kick into a terrifying flutter. She curled her hands into fists like that might stop the cold sweat. Like it might conceal the tremble.
“You okay?” Larissa’s usually carefree tone bore a concerned edge.
Tori couldn’t respond. Couldn’t look up from the slate flooring. She didn’t want to know what Mia looked like now. Didn’t want to know what it would feel like to see her again. In all these years, she’d never once given in to a late-night urge to look her up. To see what she was doing. She couldn’t stand to know.
A million questions rushed through Tori’s mind at once. The most urgent centered on what the hell Mia was doing in her office. The most pitiful focused on how Mia was going to describe their relationship. They were nothing to each other now. A fact that turned Tori’s racing heart to stone and sent it plunging into her clenched stomach.
“We’re old friends,” Mia explained after a beat. “My name is Maria Falcon.”
Friends? It was an interesting way to describe people who hadn’t spoken to each other in fourteen years.
Larissa breathed a curse in Portuguese that conveyed the same shock turning Tori’s skin to ice. “Is that her?” she whispered.
Tongue glued to the roof of her dry mouth, all Tori could manage was a nod. Despite the ligature tightening around her lungs and muscles that had turned to jelly, Tori made herself move. The old Tori might have frozen in place—hiding and cowering—but she wasn’t that person. She hadn’t been her in a long time.
Tori straightened and put every ounce of her infamous resolve into killing the whirlpool of feelings swirling in her chest. She wasn’t some stupid teenager with a misguided crush anymore. She was a grown woman, successful and secure.
Striding out to the reception area, head held high, Tori slipped a hand into her trouser pocket to project a confidence she didn’t yet feel. She kept her legs moving, even if it was like trying to sprint through chest-deep mud. Fear of what it would be like to see Mia again wrestled with excitement for a moment she’d thought would never come. The conflicting emotions warred within her until she stepped into the lobby and exhaled.
There she was. Mia standing in her office like it was the most normal thing in the world. Curvier than she’d been in high school, Mia was unfairly attractive in jeans and a simple T-shirt. Her straight auburn hair was in a low pony, loose strands framing her heartbreaking face. Beneath the veneer of adulthood, Mia still wore the mischievous glint that could convince Tori to do anything. Though Tori couldn’t help but notice that she’d penciled in the scar in her eyebrow.
Tori tried to look past her, but her attention snagged on Mia’s hazel eyes, green and gold and forcing Tori back through time and space. She was back on the roof. Back in her bed. Back to a heart tired of pounding at the smallest provocation.
“Tori?” Mia’s eyes widened before they swept over Tori from top to bottom and back again. “I don’t know that I would’ve recognized you on the street.”
Mia’s smile, broad and familiar, was the last gasp of a dying star. A celestial body burning all the helium at its core to erupt into a blinding display. It melted the first layer of Tori’s carefully constructed defenses, easy as wax, while it blazed.
“It’s me,” Tori replied, without adding that she’d recognize Mia anywhere. Instead of admitting that she’d never forgotten Mia. Not even when she tried.



Two
The worst year of Mia’s life faded into a distant memory as soon as Tori materialized. The grief she’d been carrying for eleven months released her from its chokehold. At least for the moment.
Last time she’d seen her, Tori had been a gangly teenager. The woman standing in front of her was no awkward kid. Glossy and gorgeous, Tori had obviously taken up yoga or running or both. Hair in perfect beach waves falling at her jaw, Tori looked like she’d just left the salon. Big, dark eyes painted with nothing but eyeliner and mascara reminded Mia of a sultry Victoria Justice. Tori hadn’t just grown up over the last fifteen years. She’d transformed.
Mia was so taken aback by Tori’s polished facade, it took her a beat to notice that Tori hadn’t immediately come in for a customary Miami kiss on the cheek. After living in Philly so long, she’d lost the Pavlovian instinct to kiss everyone she made eye contact with.
Actually, Tori hadn’t given her so much as a smile. If Tori wasn’t flashing her trademark dimples at her, Mia doubted she wanted a hug. She blamed it on the surprise and tried not to take it personally.
“What are you doing here?” Tori asked, body unmoving.
Tori’s tone was so professionally pleasant. So mild and objectively friendly. It shouldn’t have felt like icy fingers curling around Mia’s heart.
Staring at the person so different from the girl she’d known once, Mia wondered whether it had been a mistake to come. She just hadn’t known where else to go. Who else to run to when everything was crumbling. But after everything she’d lost, what more was a little dignity?
“Can I get you some coffee?” A woman appeared out of nowhere, breaking the indefinable energy building between her and Tori. “I’m Larissa, by the way.” Her smile was dazzling, but Mia couldn’t take her attention off of Tori for more than a hurried heartbeat. “Maybe you all want to sit in the conference room? Catch up?”
Mia’s empty stomach churned, doubting Tori would say yes, before she registered the catch up. Had Tori mentioned her to Larissa? The prospect that Tori hadn’t forgotten her forced a new rush of hope to spring from the splinters in her grief. Stubborn weeds pushing up through cracked pavement.
“That’d be great.” Mia’s attention darted between a gleeful Larissa and stoic Tori. “If you have time?”
“Oh, yeah. She’s got at least half an hour,” Larissa replied without looking at Tori.
Larissa’s hand resting lightly on her upper back guided Mia to a large conference room with a rustic wooden table and metal chairs. Mia stopped holding her breath when Tori sat across from her.
“We practically have a Starbucks in our kitchen. I can make you anything. Even an espresso martini. What’ll you have?” Larissa asked, leaning into the conference room, legs primed to take off as soon as Mia made her request.
“I’m good, thank you.” Mia smiled, grateful that Larissa had gotten them out of the lobby and given her time with Tori. “You acquired a taste for coffee?” she asked Tori.
“You didn’t used to like coffee?” Larissa furrowed her brow at Tori like she’d sprouted an extra head before turning to Mia again. “She’s seventy percent Arabica now,” she joked. “Wonder what else has changed since high school,” she mused before disappearing.
Alone with Tori, Mia felt the sudden and nearly irrepressible urge to babble. The Tori she’d known had always been warm. Not so remote. If she said the right combination of words, she could get her old bestie back. She opened her mouth, ready to pull out a shred of nostalgia to remind Tori how close they’d been, when Tori spoke first.
“I’m not trying to be rude or anything, but what are you doing here, Mia?” Tori entwined her fingers, resting her hands on the table like the most unimpressed vice principal.
Mouth dry, Mia regretted not having asked Larissa for water. “My mom died,” she blurted because it was true and her nerves had replicated like a virus and hijacked her mouth. “And I got divorced four months ago. And my mom left me her house, and I don’t know what to do because I have to sell it, but…”
Tori’s veneer shattered. She unlaced her fingers like she was going to reach out for Mia before dropping her hands into her lap instead. “God, Mia. I’m so sorry.” Her eyes glistened with emotion as if immediately deducing that the loss made Mia an orphan. “What happened?”
Mia didn’t want to relive the last few months. “She had a heart attack.” She swallowed, but the lump in her throat wouldn’t budge. “She was so healthy. Walked two miles every day. Avoided red meat. Went to the doctor every year.” Mia shook her head when a wave of pain crested in her chest. “She was at work at the bank when it happened. They rushed her to the hospital, but...” She shook her head. “My mom didn’t make it out of the ICU.” Her chest throbbed when her heart was thrown back to the darkest moment in a sea of loss. Death had been so much quieter than she’d expected. No beeping machines. No chaos. Just clutching her mother’s hand and the empty chill of being left without family.
Wiping away a tear, Tori stood and rounded the table like she’d considered hurdling over it. Mia choked out a little sob before Tori was pulling her out of her chair and wrapping her arms around her.
Inhaling the familiar scent of Tori’s skin with unfettered greed, Mia nuzzled against her neck. Grabbing fistfuls of Tori’s silky top, she released nearly a year’s worth of sadness through the gouges in her heart.
“I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.” Tori squeezed her tighter. Held her closer like she was trying to crush the grief out of her body. To consume it herself. Mia was back to all the times they’d slept clinging to each other.
Tori was fresh air and sunrise and home. A safety and peace she hadn’t felt in years seeped into Mia’s bones and uncoiled her muscles. She’d felt alone for so long. Adrift.
Pathetic as it was, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d hugged anyone with her entire body. The last time she’d let herself unravel. Eric had tried to be there so many times, but she couldn’t make herself let him.
“I’m sorry,” Mia gasped.
Sorry for embarrassing herself and blubbering all over Tori’s nice clothes. Sorry that she’d shown up back in her life just to act like this. But she couldn’t bring herself to let Tori go. Couldn’t give up the warmth of her touch and the steadiness of her arms tethering her to the ground.
“Stop.” Tori’s command was a low murmur against Mia’s temple. “You never have to apologize. Not to me.”
The soft words brought on another wave of pitiful tears. Tori’s reassurance was tearing her apart just to bring her back together. After too long of holding herself together with nothing but sheer will, it was too much.
Mia pulled back and wiped her undoubtedly flushed face.
“I only have six weeks of leave from the hospital and I don’t know how I’m going to get her house sold in time⁠—”
“Dr. Falcon, is it?” Tori’s fingertips were warm where they brushed her forehead to move hair out of her face.
“Not quite,” Mia replied under a metric ton of regret. “I’m an MRI tech.”
Head tipped to the side, Tori obviously wanted to ask what happened to her med school dreams, but mercifully she didn’t. Mia could only admit so much failure in one day.
“Would you help me? With my mom’s house?” Mia looked up at Tori and the warmest brown eyes she’d ever seen. The ones that had known her so well once, known her better than she’d known herself.
Tori’s sculpted brows furrowed. “I don’t do that kind of real estate. I’m a commercial broker.”
It wasn’t exactly a no, Mia told herself before she pushed. Tori had always needed a little encouragement. She was so stubborn.
“I’ll adjust my expectations accordingly,” Mia joked and wished she could blow her nose.
“Mia, it’s not that I don’t want to help⁠—”
“So help,” Mia insisted. “Come over tomorrow? I’ll be there all day packing up lifetimes of memories,” she added, knowing that she was leaning on guilt. She wasn’t proud of it, but desperation had taken the wheel.
Tori’s lips, fuller than Mia remembered, eased into a tiny smirk that filled Mia with unbearable light. A single dimple was a first step to getting her back.
“Is that how you’re going to play this?” Tori’s smile was a fire catching in her eyes, her teeth, her skin.
“Can you blame me for using the cards in my deck?” Mia’s heart lifted. “I’m kind of desperate here.”
Tori searched her like she was peeling back her layers. Like she was reading her very essence and deciding whether she liked what she saw.
“So you’re only here because you need something from me?” Tori’s voice was soft and lacked conviction. It wasn’t an accusation.
“I looked for you before, you know. So many times,” Mia confessed without revealing all the social media searches. All the emails she’d drafted and deleted. “Even eighty-year-olds have social media, but not you.”
Tori opened her mouth, and Mia knew exactly what she was going to say. She didn’t let her.
“A personal social media account where you post about your life. Share pictures of your pets and delicious brunch items. Maybe even vague-book sometimes,” Mia added. “You don’t even post your face on your Instagram. Just big ass buildings.”
Amusement danced across Tori’s face like she was delighted to know Mia had social-stalked her a little over the years. Okay, a lot.
“Come over tomorrow?” Mia repeated, without hiding how badly she wanted Tori to accept. “Please?”
A pause. A deep breath. Dark eyes fixed on hers. “Okay.”
Okay. Mia’s body vibrated with warm relief.
Mia floated to her mother’s Volvo. Sitting in the driver’s seat of the twenty-year-old station wagon, she was back to beach trips and picking Tori up from basketball practice. To the two of them driving around in circles because they’d run out of things to do while talking nonstop. How had they had so much to say?
Sitting in the parking garage, she closed her eyes and dropped against the headrest. She could hear the echo of their laughter from the back of the station wagon like it was yesterday. Listening to “Airplane” on repeat because all they had ahead of them were wishes. It was all endless opportunity and thousands of choices left to make. Everything felt so possible then. So within reach.
A chime from inside her bag broke her trance. She ignored it and threw the car into reverse.
Mia was on her way to her childhood home when her phone chimed again. And again. She turned up the radio and focused on the drive. The enormous oak trees lining both sides of the street and meeting in the middle to form a canopy had always been one of her favorite things about living in the Gables. It’s what made her first winter in Philly so sad. Before she found the beauty in seasons, she’d missed the relief of driving under the canopies with the sun filtering in through the scattered gaps. It had always felt like a little bit of magic.
As soon as Mia parked in front of the garage too full of stuff to use for the car, another ding assaulted her flimsy peace. Irritated, she reached inside her purse and tore out the stupid phone. So many missed calls and voicemails from an unknown number. Only one text.
Eric: I didn’t want to do it this way. Please answer my lawyer’s call. She needs to serve you with the divorce papers. Please.
Nausea swelled like the crescendo in Beethoven’s Fifth. Belatedly, she’d registered her conversation with Tori. Why had she told her she was already divorced? Mia was putting her key in the front door when she acknowledged why. It had taken three seconds to see that Tori had gotten the manual to Life while Mia’s had obviously gotten lost in the mail.
She pushed open the door and entered the home that had been her grandparents’ and then her mother’s. Sixty years worth of memories she’d barely started sorting. Stacks of boxes and rolls of tape and a million things Mia couldn’t part with. Her mother had never gotten rid of her parents’ things, so she’d just incorporated them in when adding her own tastes. It was sweet, but it also meant that every inch of the house was adorned with something.
Like those who’d survived the Great Depression, exiled Cubans who’d left everything behind were not great at getting rid of stuff. Everything held some future utility or sentimental value. Bonus points for both.
When her phone started ringing in her hand, Mia looked down at the 215 area code. She threw the damn thing across the room, watching as it landed on the white Pottery Barn couch her mother kept pristine, even when Mia was a teen who spilled everything.
How was she going to explain to Tori that everything in her life was a mess and she had six weeks to figure out what to do with a collection of hand-painted wooden roosters among so many other things? Giving up before she’d started for the day, Mia trudged from the foyer and down the hall to her old bedroom turned guest room. All the furniture was still the same, but the bedspread was boring beige and all her posters were gone.
Tired, she collapsed onto the bed that still felt like hers and tried to remember what it was like to know what she was doing. Or to at least go back to the time when she didn’t know the difference between confidence and delusion.



Three
Standing next to Larissa in a Wynwood brewery, Tori chugged the rest of her third beer. Happy hour was busier than usual and the late summer air was sticky with humidity. It didn’t help that there were too many people crammed into the bar. Too many people and too much noise and too much slipping out of her grasp.
“Man, that crush is still crushing,” Larissa decided, taking a bite of their shared pretzel.
Tori traded her empty glass for a fresh one. There wasn’t enough booze in the world to make her day feel less like a dream, but she kept trying. Her loft was only a short walk from the brewery, and she didn’t have to get up early in the morning. She could afford the dalliance.
“Are you going to help her?” Larissa asked in a way that meant she shouldn’t.
“Eight hours ago you were forcing us together, and now you’re⁠—”
“I was tossing you an assist while you froze,” she corrected with a laugh. “Now I’m being your very sexy voice of reason.”
Tori rolled her eyes and then bought some time with the incredibly thorough mastication of a chewy pretzel chunk. She could easily think of a hundred reasons she should not get involved with Mia. Why she should turn down her request and go back to her regularly scheduled programming. She had her hands full at the brokerage, regular networking events, and a running group she’d started with Larissa. Was she supposed to drop everything to help her?
The sound of Mia’s crying, of her voice raw and wavering under the weight of her grief, tore through Tori’s good sense. Mia and her mom had been so close. Even closer than Tori was with hers, and Tori called her five times a day. She couldn’t imagine that kind of loss. The idea of Mia facing something so devastating alone was unbearable.
Tori’s instincts were the heat rushing over her skin. A primal need to stand between Mia and the source of her pain made her forget all the work she’d done to prioritize herself. Made it seem worth the risk of losing so much ground.
“You can’t resist, can you?” Larissa smirked at her. “What have I told you about laying off the straight ones?”
Tori’s face was hot and her muscles primed to tackle an advancing lion. She forced herself to release the tension and shrugged. “But I like the straight ones.”
“Mule.”
“Nag.”
Larissa chuckled. “I’d be an absolute trash best friend if I didn’t give you the stock advice for this situation.”
Finally buzzed, Tori leaned back and motioned for Larissa to let her have it while she sipped her beer.
“Someone with your condition⁠—”
“Condition?” Tori interrupted.
Larissa sighed like it pained her to speak, but there was nothing she loved more than a theatrical moment. “You, my friend, have a straight girl fetish sprinkled with a touch of savior complex,” she said like a doctor imparting a diagnosis.
“I do not have a fetish,” she snapped a little too sharply. She’d dated a handful of women still exploring their sexuality, but that didn’t make her some kind of creep.
Larissa scanned her face before nodding once. “It might be more of a magnet. That tomboy femme thing you’ve got going is like catnip,” she decided. “The point is, maybe it’s time you funneled your energy into a nice girl who already knows what she wants.”
Tori shook her head. “Trust me. It’s not like that with Mia. She’s not interested, and I’ve been over that childish infatuation for a long time.”
Larissa’s raised brows called bullshit.
“I’m going to help an old acquaintance in need and move on with my life. It’s not a big deal.” Tori manifested her reality.
“Oh, she’s an acquaintance now?” Larissa chuckled. “You’re doing a lot of distancing, babe.” Her expression lost its perennial amusement.
“It’s not that serious.” Tori finished her beer. “I’m just⁠—”
“No?” Larissa cocked her head to the side. “You’re not gonna get all entangled with this woman to feel the illusion of intimacy without putting anything on the line?”
Tori nearly choked on her drink. She set down the glass too hard. “What?”
“I hate to do this, but I can’t ignore the possibility of spectacular heartbreak and I have to say it.” Larissa’s tone was more serious than she’d ever heard it.
“Say what?” Tori’s irritation was the harsh edge on her consonants.
Larissa had always been direct, and the fact that she was hesitating was making Tori’s pulse jackhammer in her neck.
“Do you think that maybe…just maybe…you only give people a chance when you know it can’t go anywhere? Can’t get hurt if they can’t really get to you?”
“Absolutely not,” Tori shot back without dignifying the question with any consideration.
“No?” Larissa crossed her arms over her chest. She was in agent mode, focused and unyielding. “Explain Shannon then.”
“Shannon?” Tori had dated the real estate lawyer for six months last year. Not only had she been so very gay that she went on family vacations with her kids and ex-wife, Shannon had been the one to dump her.
“Yes, Shannon. The very lovely lady who gave you the ick.” Larissa pretended to wrack her brain, tapping her chin for the extra flair of drama. “Why was that again?”
Tori blinked at Larissa. She wasn’t going to indulge her game. The conversation was pointless. Tori was just as open to finding her forever as any other single lesbian barreling toward middle age.
“Oh, right!” Larissa punctuated the moment with a single thunderclap that rivaled all the noise in the brewery. “She giggled.”
Tori bit the inside of her cheek to stop the reflexive laugh at Larissa’s ridiculous performance. She couldn’t help but finish the incomplete portrait. “In her sleep,” she said under her breath. “And it was disturbing as hell.”
Larissa’s dark eyes ignited with self-satisfaction. “A stable, emotionally intelligent, mature, and attractive woman who was super into you, and you fumbled her.” She picked up her half-empty glass. “You could’ve just invested in earplugs.”
“She broke up with me,” Tori reminded her again.
“And you definitely didn’t drift away until she got sick of chasing you.” Larissa sharpened the fact to a point and flung it right at Tori’s chest.
An eye roll was all Tori had at her disposal. “It wasn’t about the giggling. There just wasn’t a spark. Do you want me to settle?”
“Never.” Larissa reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “I love you, you tightly-wound little control freak. I want you to be happy, and I’m afraid that getting mixed up with the girl you think hung the moon is going to make it even harder for you to fall for a mere mortal.”
Tori replied to the unusual show of tenderness with a lopsided smile. “I love you, too. And I’m not getting mixed up in anything. I’m going to help someone in need and then she’s going to go back to not existing, okay?” She signaled to the bartender to close out their tab. “I barely have to interact with her to sell her mom’s house. It’s going to be fine.”
Larissa’s face said she didn’t believe a word Tori said, but she was too good of a friend to say so.
A few minutes later, Tori stumbled into her two-story loft. Being on the eighteenth floor meant she rarely covered the floor-to-ceiling windows that made her place feel endless. She’d gotten her pick of units. It had been a no-brainer to choose one facing the bay. In the distance, Miami Beach was always glittering with life despite the stillness of her silence. It made the world feel vast and within reach all at once.
The moon gave her enough light to see while she kicked off her shoes and carried them upstairs to her bedroom perched above the open concept living space. There wasn’t a place in her house that didn’t bask in the wall of windows. Without the possibility of peeping neighbors, even her shower and standalone tub had an unobstructed view.
Peeling off her clothes, she dropped her trousers into the darks side of her hamper. The top went into dry-clean-only, and her underwear went into the whites before she padded across the marble bathroom and into her walk-in shower. With the moon at her back, she stepped under the waterfall of hot water.
As she shampooed her hair, she imagined herself as a member of Artemis’ band preparing for a hunt. Washing out the doubt and confusion, she replaced it with the feminine power of the silvery light.
Tori chuckled to herself. Fuck, I’m drunk.
After towel-drying her hair, she slipped into soft shorts and a tank. Her king-sized bed faced the windows where the sunrise woke her every morning. She dropped into bed and closed her eyes.
She refused to let out the feelings thrashing in the locked basement of her chest. Refused to think about what Larissa said. Everything in her life was under control. She’d made sure of that.
Drifting between boozy waking and sleep, Tori’s thoughts slipped away. Mia’s smile at the sight of her had been so bright, the memory of it seared into her hippocampus. It joined the thousands of snapshots that had accumulated there against Tori’s will. Mia reciting a ridiculous mnemonic device to help Tori pass her AP Bio final. The one time they’d skipped class to go to the beach, only to panic and sneak back into school. Driving all the way to the Keys in a borrowed car to get Mia’s mom’s favorite key lime pie for her fiftieth birthday.
Her chest throbbed, pulling her out of any attempt to sleep. She hadn’t seen Grisel, Mia’s mom, since Mia’s going away party. So many years had passed so quickly, and now she wasn’t going to ever see her again. Tori wasn’t prepared for how sad that made her feel. How helpless.
Tori resisted the urge to reach for her phone on the nightstand. Resisted the impulse to look up photos of Grisel. To sharpen the edges of her memories.
Grisel had been so different from Tori’s mom. Ballsy and driven where Tori’s mom was sweet and nurturing. When Mia said she wanted to go to college in Philadelphia, Grisel hadn’t reacted like a typical Cuban mom. She hadn’t sobbed and made melodramatic proclamations intended to provoke Mia’s guilt. She hadn’t cried about being abandoned by her only child. Instead, she’d helped Mia put together applications and reminded her she could do absolutely anything she wanted if she worked hard enough.
She muttered a curse under her breath and reached for her phone. Tori opened her social media app. The personal one she shared with very few and never added anyone from high school.
The two drinks too many made it impossible to resist the real reason she’d grabbed the damn thing. She hit the search icon on the corner and typed. Mia Falcon, Our Lady of Solitude High School.
Mia’s face on her screen was a punch to the chest. It was a deluge of too many things she should never have wanted and definitely could not still want. Her heart shouldn’t still race at the sight of her. She flung her phone across the bed, covered her face with a pillow, and screamed.



Four
Mug of crappy single-serve coffee in hand, Mia stood in the kitchen and stared at the very Tuscan-inspired dark cabinets and beige countertop. When her mom remodeled it twenty years earlier, she’d been so excited about the design. Her dream kitchen, she’d called it. A dream she’d saved every penny for years to make a reality.
It really had felt like a dream when it replaced her grandparents’ avocado green 70s’ fantasy. Even at twelve, Mia couldn’t wait to have sleepovers once it was done. A wave of loneliness and fear immediately snuffed out her spark of joy at the memory.
She closed her irritated eyes before stinging tears set them on fire again. She couldn’t get the horrendous image out of her head. Some investor buying the home that had been in her family for generations and tearing it down to the studs to throw up the next soulless, ship-lapped, barn-doored, farmhouse-sink flip.
The imagined sound of whirling power tools and shattering glass made her want to puke. She set down her untouched coffee and lunged toward the kitchen sink. Sticking her face under the cold stream, she narrowly avoided getting sick.
When the nausea eased, she gave up on her plans to gather donation items and crossed the archway into the living room. She dropped onto the couch and buried her face in one of the white throw pillows.
Irony, caustic and cruel, made her wish she could ask her mom what to do. Mia had never known her dad, and her mother never remarried. Not that Mia ever missed having a second parent. There hadn’t been a day in her life that she’d felt anything but loved and supported. Even as a bratty teen, she’d still told her mom everything. As an adult, they talked three times a day, and she never made a move without her mom’s advice.
All she wanted to do was hug her mom again. Just once. But her arms ached with how empty they felt. The icy absence wormed its way into her muscles and leeched all the heat from her body. She’d never missed anyone so badly that the agony manifested into something tangible.
Mia wouldn’t have survived the greatest disappointments in her life without her mom’s support and now she was sitting in her house—empty and cold without her—trying to figure out how to let go of all she had left of her.
It was impossible. No way for her not to make the wrong choice when nothing felt right. For the first time in her life, she wished there was someone else to decide. A sibling. An aunt. Anyone to tell her what to do. Tell her how to navigate so many kinds of grief at once.
Thirty-two suddenly felt so young. Mia wasn’t old enough to be on her own. She didn’t know what the hell she was doing. Hadn’t figured anything out yet. She hadn’t even managed to make a freaking marriage work. How the hell was she supposed to do this?
Mia let herself wallow in her misery for an hour. Let herself cry because she missed her mom, and indulge in anger because it wasn’t fair that she died before having done everything she wanted. She’d had so many plans for after retirement. So many things she wanted to do. She’d worked so fucking hard and put off so much because she never imagined that she’d go to work one day and never come back.
Mia’s sore chest heaved and her raw throat burned. In so many ways, her mother had barely started living. What the hell was the point of denying themselves everything for some tenuous hope for the future? Drowning in regret, Mia wished she’d encouraged her mother to take the damn French river cruise instead of waiting for her seventieth birthday.
Angry, Mia tore herself from the couch and wiped her face with her sweaty T-shirt. Leaving the stupid boxes laying flat on the floor, she went to her room. She didn’t want to give away her family’s things. She wanted to get in the damn pool.
In a two-piece that showed too much of her soft curves and round belly and boobs that used to be significantly closer to her chin than her navel, she stomped out of her bedroom. Once outside, Mia filled her lungs with the warm morning. It wasn’t too hot yet. Not so humid that the air felt like a solid, living thing capable of forming the felonious intent to suffocate.
Mia walked around the narrow pool and passed the pool house. Like the garage, her mother used it to store so much of her grandparents’ stuff. Yet another project she’d have to tackle. But not yet.
She stepped to the diving board. Despite having face-planted on it in her youth, she stepped onto the aluminum with confidence. Without the good sense to hesitate, she bounced at the edge and dove headfirst into the water.
The cold plunge was exactly the shock to her system Mia needed. Every lap brought her closer to a version of herself she recognized. Lungs burning and body alive with use, Mia swam until she couldn’t force herself to push any further and flipped onto her back to float.
Her mind drifted toward the past. To the last time she’d ever labored under the delusion that she knew anything at all. That she had any control.
Attention drifting to the pool house, Mia thought of all the times she’d lain up there looking at the stars. Thanks to city lights there weren’t ever a ton to see, but she loved searching. Loved climbing up the ladder she’d tied to the overgrown mango tree that never actually produced a single fruit.
She almost never went on the roof without Tori, she realized with a little grin. With how much taller Tori was than her, she shouldn’t have been so freaking nervous about heights. Mia still saw the hard flush on Tori’s olive skin when she pretended she wasn’t terrified of tumbling to her death. Tori had always been terrible at hiding things from her. It was one of Mia’s favorite things about her.
Her tired heart ached with a new flash of pain. A different kind of regret. She’d missed Tori so many times over the years. Wondered so often how she was—how she really was. It was obvious from her business socials that she was successful, but Mia had no way of knowing whether she was happy. Whether she’d fallen in love or had kids or adopted a stray cat.
Tori hadn’t kept in touch with anyone from their all-girls’ catholic school. It was like she’d joined the witness protection program instead of just going away to freaking college.
Pushing aside the past she was tired of thinking about, Mia focused on the present. What was done was done, and there was no sense in thinking about it anymore. Tori was coming over at some point today, and the thought alone filled Mia with a hope she hadn’t felt in so long.
Her attention drifted to the pool house again. Her mom had installed a basketball hoop on the side so Tori could shoot baskets from the pool. It had a rusted rim and a bent corner, but it was still there. The pain in her chest eased. Her mom had always loved Tori. If she was watching from some Great Beyond, she was sure that she’d be relieved that Tori was jumping in to help.
Well, jump was a generous term, but Mia always had to encourage Tori a little. If she didn’t, Tori wouldn’t have gotten her driver’s license. The memory of Tori covered in sweat, knuckles literally white from gripping the wheel of the Volvo, and getting over her unreasonable fear of driving on the highway made Mia chuckle out loud.
Lost in the best time of her life, Mia relaxed. Her breaths came easily for the first time that morning. She stopped short of wondering whether she’d do it all differently if she’d gotten a spoiler for the first part of her adult life.



Five
Leaving a dozen discarded outfits on her usually tidy bed, Tori walked out of her loft in tailored white pants, camisole, a loose white top, and her favorite mint green suede loafers. The likelihood of torrential afternoon rain in the summer was all but guaranteed, but it was still morning and the sky was an uninterrupted blue canvas. Plus, she kept backup sandals in the trunk.
It was only when she woke up at sunrise to run with her club that Tori realized two rather glaring issues with her day. Mia hadn’t told her what time to go by the house, and she hadn’t left her phone number. Tori blamed her brain having shriveled into a raisin upon the twin shocks of seeing Mia unexpectedly and learning that her mother died. A momentary lapse that wouldn’t be repeated.
A folder full of forms and agreements tucked under her arm, she crossed into the garage attached to her building. Normally, she’d have sent all the documents for Mia’s review over email, but she didn’t have that address either. Pulling out of her assigned space, she forgave herself for being unprepared. She hadn’t sold a residential property in so long; it was normal to be rusty. Yeah, that was it.
Joining the throng of cars crawling onto the highway, she took her usual route to work. Except this time she was going back to the house she never expected to see again. For years, she’d successfully avoided coming within a three-block radius.
Tori forced herself to release her death grip on the steering wheel. This didn’t have to be a whole thing. She’d have Mia email the executed forms when she was done and she’d send an assistant to stage and photograph the house. It’s not like she’d have to keep seeing Mia. And anyway, Tori had only been thrown by the unannounced visit. She didn’t have feelings for her anymore. She didn’t even freaking know her.
Fifty minutes later, Tori’s Jeep was turning down a street that had barely changed in fourteen years. Old trees blanketed the residential road in shade and complimented the 1920s Spanish-style homes. The City of Coral Gables’ notoriously Draconian—and definitely snobby—Board of Architects made sure that everyone’s house fit the same manicured, Mediterranean aesthetic.
Tori smiled at the memory of Grisel going before the board to plead for a variance to paint her house a color outside the pre-approved list. When she lost, she painted the house stark white in personal protest.
Lungs burning when she rolled to a stop in front of Mia’s house, Tori forced herself to breathe. She’d forgotten about Grisel’s Volvo until seeing it parked in its usual spot in the driveway. She hadn’t anticipated that it would shove her down a rabbit hole of fond memories. Clawing her way out of it before she could drown in the nostalgia, Tori jumped out of the Jeep and took long strides up the walkway.
A chunk of yellow paper wedged into the jamb of the arched wooden door made Tori hesitate. Even half hidden, its trapezoidal shape was apparent. When the nuns at their high school banned cell phones during school hours, they’d gone back to the ye olde passing of notes between classes. The sisters of solitude hadn’t loved that either, but it had been an acceptable lesser evil.
Tori’s heart jumped on a treadmill when she pulled the note free. They’d passed each other thousands of notes. She could still smell them burning in the dirt on her first summer home from college. Her then-girlfriend had been right, and she’d known it even when it felt like she was setting part of herself on fire. To get over Mia, she had to purge her from her life.
She unfolded the note without ripping it because her fingers still remembered how.
Let yourself in!
p.s. can you believe I remembered how to make one of these lol I won’t remember my freaking password when I get back to work, but this I couldn’t forget!
p.s.s. fine I had to practice a few times—don’t judge
p.s.s.s WHY ARE YOU STILL READING!? COME ON!
p.s.s.s.s. Are you still reading because you’re not Tori? If you’re an axe-murderer, then you should know the door is unlocked, but I have a 200 pound Rottweiler that will def eat your face. YOU’VE BEEN WARNED
Tori laughed, her skin dancing with heat and easing tension.
Despite the unhinged invitation, Tori knocked on the door that had been painted a rich blue. While she waited for Mia to answer, she imagined Grisel’s delight at having gotten such a bold color approved by the city.
When Mia didn’t come to the door, Tori tried the buzzer. Nothing.
It was too weird to just walk into her house. To a place she hadn’t been in so long. To see someone she wasn’t friends with anymore. It was too familiar. Too intimate. She was just there to do a favor for someone in need, not rekindle a dead friendship.
Tori considered leaving the folder on the welcome mat, but she thought of all the things that could go wrong. Papers flying down the street, a stranger picking them up, looking childish and unprofessional.
Muscle memory made Tori try the doorknob and madness made her pull it open. She was just going to drop the folder inside and go. She wasn’t a weirdo for not wanting to traipse through a stranger’s house. Who the hell even left a note like that, anyway?
“Mia? It’s Tori,” she projected as loudly as possible. “I came to drop off the listing agreement and some stuff for you to review.” She leaned in through the doorway.
It was like stepping into a dream. The house smelled the same. Lemon-pine cleaner and wood and sunshine on linen. She drifted through the small foyer and into the living room packed wall-to-wall with things.
“Mia?” she called again. The four-bedroom house wasn’t that big. Mia should hear her calling from the living room that acted as its heart.
Tori didn’t know how long Mia had been in town, though Grisel’s obituary said she’d passed three months earlier. However long Mia had been there, it was obvious she’d made no progress with packing. A massive stack of boxes was still bound with plastic bands and untouched. From where Tori stood, she could see that the boxes in the kitchen were the same.
The place was a time capsule. A vivid dream. Tori could almost smell the popcorn jumping to life in the microwave. Feel the softness of blankets fresh out of the dryer piled on top of them while they watched Mean Girls for the hundredth time.
Snapping herself out of it, Tori cleared her throat. She wasn’t there to take a sojourn through time. She was there to do a job.
Folder tucked under her arm, Tori crossed the living room and opened the French doors leading to the backyard. The space was only big enough for a glorified lap pool, a hundred square foot pool house, and a strip of grass. Tori forced herself to forget how many times the pool had served as the backdrop to her fantasies and stepped outside.
Outside, Tori’s surroundings faded. The sight of Mia relaxing in the floating lounger was a jolt straight to her unprepared heart. Water beading on her gorgeously thick thighs and sweat glistening over her full cleavage, Mia was unfairly stunning. Tori worked hard to be a good person. She gave generously to charity, volunteered her time to at-risk youth, fed stray cats. And yet, the universe had deemed it fit to punish her like this.
As soon as she approached the pool, Mia pulled off her sunglasses and greeted her with a beaming smile. “Okay, but how impressed were you with my folding skills?”
Tori smirked. “Meh,” she teased.
“Oh, please.” Mia laughed. “I bet you were overcome with delight.” A smile etched itself into her cheeks. “Admit it.”
It had only been two days, and already Tori was tired of swimming against the current. Mia was only going to be back in her life for a few weeks at most. Was it so bad to go with the flow? To indulge just a little in something that felt so good? Tori always made the reasonable choice, but with the sun on her skin and her judgment sinking somewhere in Mia’s crystal blue pool, she went for reckless.
“I thought you were in need of a real estate agent, not a fan club.”
Mia’s smile brightened—gaze scorching where it landed on Tori. On her eyes. Her mouth. Her eyes again. “What’s so bad about wanting both?”
“Still so greedy after all these years?” Tori dropped the papers on a folding chair and slipped her hands into her pockets.
Mia cocked her head slowly to the side. There was a challenge in her glinting hazel eyes. A dare in the curve of her lips. “You used to love when I was greedy.”
The words, unmistakably flirty, were the heat coursing through Tori’s body. The jump in her pulse. The weightlessness in her belly.
Shit.
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“It’s a good thing I’m all grown up now,” Tori replied.
Something about the tone in Tori’s voice made a thin sheen of sweat gather at the small of Mia’s back. Or maybe it was something about the way Tori was holding herself. Something about the dare lurking in her deep brown eyes. It was making Mia eager to get off the float. To douse herself with cold water.
“And who exactly is this grown up version of Tori?” Mia couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting down Tori’s body again. Couldn’t help but envy the definition in her biceps and the gentle curve of her slim waist.
Tori made a show of glancing at her smartwatch. She still wore her hair wavy, and even though Mia had always liked it long, she had to admit the choppy bob suited her. It made her look so sophisticated.
“Grown Up Tori has to get back to the office,” she replied with no sense of urgency.
“Bullshit,” Mia declared with complete confidence.
Back together in this space, the Tori she knew was brightening to life. Like throwing turpentine over an old painting to reveal the true masterpiece hiding underneath, the Tori she recognized shimmered through the facade.
Mia slid into the pool with miraculous grace, delighted at the refreshing cold. “You don’t have to go.”
“Did you break into my planner?”
The amused rumble in Tori’s throat offered the briefest glimpse of her dimples. The sound was a rush of delight. A time machine transporting Mia back to endless, carefree days. It pulled her toward where Tori stood near the shallow end.
“Nope.” Mia raised a single brow. “But maybe you haven’t changed all that much.” Upper body out of the pool, she rested her palms on the rough, stone ledge. “It’s so hot. Why don’t you get in?”
“Suede isn’t exactly optimal swimwear,” Tori shot back, but her bravado wavered.
Her change in demeanor drew Mia in like the dumbest fish on a lure. There was an energy between them—new but entirely familiar—and Mia couldn’t stop herself from chasing it. She didn’t dare pause to dissect it. For the first time in nearly a year, she felt something other than dread and grief and disappointment. She had an almost animalistic instinct to hold it in her clenched jaws and keep it from getting away.
“There are a bunch of extra bathing suits in my room,” she offered, letting a little smirk bloom on her lips.
“Mia, I can’t just get in the pool in the middle of the day,” Tori said, with something of a flustered laugh. “I do have other work to do.”
“Did you just categorize me as work?” Mia rested her hands on her hips where the water lapped against her skin, electrified when Tori’s attention followed.
Tori’s gaze snapped back to her face. “You asked me to help you sell this place. That’s what I came over to do.”
Tori was trying to use some professional version of her voice, but it didn’t work on Mia. Beneath the nice clothes and polished exterior, Mia still saw her Tori. Still saw the girl who would have totally jumped in the pool by now.
“How about this… Get in the pool. Just for a little bit. Then we can do whatever is in your little folder,” Mia offered reasonably.
Tori’s laugh returned with exhilarating gusto. “Are you kidding? How are you trying to make this sound like you’re doing me a favor while getting what you want?”
Mia grinned. “It’s a skill.”
“What am I getting in this exchange?” Tori crossed her arms over her chest.
“A break? A nice moment of relaxation?” Mia suggested with her best sales pitch.
“I’m not getting in,” Tori finally said, but Mia was sure she’d already caved.
Challenge accepted, Mia waded toward the steps. “I think you’ve forgotten how far I’m willing to go when I commit.”
Tori walked backwards, away from her like she was a knife-wielding slasher. “You’re not going to throw me in.”
“Telling me what to do now?” Mia was careful to stay far enough from Tori’s shoes not to drip water on them. “Looks like you’ve got two choices. The easy way or the hard way.”
Tori’s eyes were so bright they were blinding. “Threats, Mia? Seriously?” She laughed before putting a chaise lounge between them. “Why the hell are you obsessed with me getting into the damn pool?”
Mia’s favorite moments were spent in and around the pool with Tori. The desire to go back for just a few minutes was overwhelming. But how could she possibly put that into words without sounding desperately pathetic?
“Why are you so against it?” Mia returned the question before stepping around the lounger.
“You can’t just pose the same question back to me,” Tori nearly shrieked before leaping over the lounger and seeking refuge near the French door. Hands out in front of her instead of reaching for the handle, Tori’s tanned cheeks were so bright when she laughed.
It was childish, Mia knew, to literally chase a grown woman around her backyard. But she couldn’t remember the last time she felt so happy. So light. So connected to her own body. A body she didn’t hate just then. And Tori was playing along. She could’ve just gone inside. Could’ve put an end to the ridiculous game. But she stayed and indulged her instead.
“Are you getting in, or am I going to have to throw you over my shoulder like a caveman?” Mia crossed her arms.
“You’re really not going to drop this?” Tori was already stepping out of her shoes.
“I’m relentless,” Mia admitted, grinning with the joy of victory.
“I’ll put my feet in, but I’m not wetting my hair,” Tori said, like Mia wouldn’t happily lap up whatever she offered.
Mia beamed and took a step back. “Deal.”
“Now you think you’re going to sell me on this being a win-win situation?” Tori’s grin made her dimples cut so deep into her cheeks that Mia couldn’t force herself to look away.
“Isn’t it though?” Mia’s voice was too low. Too soft.
Pulse slamming against her throat like it was trying to storm a medieval castle, Mia had to take a few deep breaths to gather herself. It was from running around like a toddler, she told herself. Why else would she be on the verge of panting?
Mia was back in the pool with the water up to her chest when Tori returned barefoot with her pants rolled up to her muscular calves. Suddenly very aware that she hadn’t been to the gym in a decade, Mia resisted the urge to change into shapeless joggers and a hoodie.
“You’re a brat, you know that?” Tori sat, feet dangling in the pool.
Tori’s eyes were fractured honey in the direct sunlight. Shards of deep brown and slivers of burnt umber. She kept them fixed on her until Mia stopped inches away.
“You’re already so close.” Mia held out her hand. “Why not go all the way?”
“What is that they say about giving an inch?” Tori’s full lips twitched into a ghost of a smile until she made herself serious again.
The micro-movement sent a wave of something warm rippling through Mia’s chest. It was a nudge coaxing her to take just a little more.
“That inches are not nearly as fun as miles?” Mia left her hand for Tori to take.
Tori stared at Mia’s open palm like she was debating jumping off a bridge. Body tense with anticipation, Mia dropped her hand in the water when it was obvious Tori wasn’t going any further.
“This is as much as you’re getting. Take it or leave it.” Tori leaned back, resting her weight on her hands. “Don’t splash me,” she warned.
She gripped the ledge and hauled herself up, wishing it had looked smoother before swinging around to sit next to Tori. The sun seared her exposed back, and every imperfection was on display as she sat there dripping, a puddle forming beneath her.
But Tori wasn’t looking at her body—she was looking at Mia’s face. Looking into her in a way that forced Mia to be still. To stop and exist in the moment while Tori’s new persona wavered.
With her thumb, Tori found the scar on Mia’s eyebrow. The touch was so gentle, so saturated with love Mia hadn’t felt in so long. Without trying, Tori had found a frayed edge and tugged. Mia’s unraveling was effortless.
The sob that erupted without warning from the center of her chest was a hard punch to her lungs. The cry made it impossible to breathe, but she was powerless to control it. Mia’s grief was a dam erupting into dust. It was unstoppable as it poured out of her in endless waves. She didn’t cry as much as she wailed.
“I’ve got you,” Tori whispered, arms holding Mia so tight she didn’t have room to inhale. It wasn’t nearly tight enough.
Tori let her cry without asking her to give voice to feelings she was only just untangling. Without pushing her to make sense of anything. she just held Mia’s sore body until the sobs slowed, until the storm inside her burned up in the atmosphere. Unburdening herself without having to answer questions was what she needed.
Mia’s breaths came in shallow, uneven gasps, her face buried against Tori’s neck, where the unforgettable scent of her skin made Mia feel at home. It was grounding and she was starving for it. She didn’t loosen her grip, even when her arms ached from holding on so tight.
“This is so embarrassing,” Mia managed through the throbbing burn in her raw throat. She didn’t pull away from Tori’s embrace, and Tori didn’t move either. “I’m a mess⁠—”
“You’re human,” Tori replied.
The rough edges of her sadness smoothed while she steadied herself. Mia leaned back and let Tori dry her tears. All at once, she realized she wasn’t just home with Tori. She was safe.
“You didn’t have to pretend to cry so hard,” Tori joked to give Mia an easy out. “You could’ve just asked me to get in the pool.”
“I’ve missed you so much,” Mia confessed before the moment slipped away. Before Tori could withdraw again.
Tori’s glistening eyes—red from her own emotion—studied every inch of Mia’s face. Tori wasn’t ready to say it back, or maybe she didn’t feel the same, but Mia didn’t want her to pull away.
“Who else was I going to con to get in the water with me?” Mia joked because she didn’t want to push too far. They had so much awkward ground to cover and every second she had Tori back was a win.
Tori’s shoulders relaxed, and she gently released Mia from her hold. “You know what they say about suckers…”
Mia smiled, nose stuffy and body exhausted. “That they’ll hang out until someone pays them with pizza before they get back to their big, important commercial real estate job?”
Tori hesitated before she said, “Yeah.” She flashed her a single dimple. “Pretty sure that’s how it goes.”
The urge to curl up in her bed and cry because everything was spinning out of control eased in Tori’s presence. Mia dropped into the water, submerging herself completely to wash her face. With her wet hair slicked back, she sat on the ledge next to Tori again. This time, she was just far enough to avoid wetting Tori’s clothes while she dried quickly in the baking sun.
When she’d gathered herself, she met Tori’s worried gaze. “I promise not to burst into tears every time I’m within a foot of you,” she joked to relieve the humiliation that was replacing the pain.
“There’s no shame in crying,” Tori said in a voice so sincere Mia almost believed her.
“Oh, yeah.” She chuckled. “When’s the last time you burst into tears?” She couldn’t imagine the extremely put-together version of Tori had ever experienced a moment of embarrassment.
“Alone in the shower or in front of someone else?” She smiled, small and quick, as if to say, we all do it. “Three years ago, I fumbled a prospective client so hard, I was sure I was going to get fired.”
Dubious, Mia furrowed her brow. “You don’t have to pretend to be a hot mess on my pathetic account.”
“You’re not pathetic, and you don’t have to hide your feelings, Mia.” Tori’s expression was gentle and her words featherlight. “Losing your mom…” She looked away, and when she looked back at Mia, her eyes were heavy with unshed tears again. “It’s just… I’m here for you, okay? This is impossible, and you don’t have to pretend otherwise.”
Mia’s throat contracted so tight, it was hard to speak. But the truth slipped right out anyway. “I don’t know how to do this.” She looked around, dizzy with the enormity of her surroundings. “Any of it.”
Tori reached out and covered her hand. “One step at a time.” Her touch felt like a foundation forming over quicksand. “And you’re not alone.”
She squeezed Tori’s hand because she didn’t trust herself not to cry again if she expressed her gratitude with words.
“Come on, let’s feed you,” Tori said while she stood and led Mia out of the pool.
Relief flooded through her, quiet but steady. For the first time in forever, she didn’t feel like she was drowning. With Tori’s hand in hers, survival didn’t just feel possible. It felt real.



Seven
With Crossfade’s “Cold” thumping through her earbuds, Tori ran the shady trail in Morningside Park. As sunrise painted the sleepy sky a rich gold, she tried to connect with the playlist she hadn’t needed since college.
The blood rushed into her quads as she pushed hard, lungs burning with the effort. Brooding heartbreak didn’t have quite the same impact it once did. Not even when she was running with the reckless disregard of a kid loose in a playground. When the familiar angst of Thirty Seconds to Mars’ “Kill Me” didn’t revitalize the desire to drown all her useless feelings for Mia, Tori ran faster.
Moving ahead of her usual pace, she started her fifth mile covered in sweat and frustration. If she could just tap into the strength that had made her turn her feelings off once, she could do it again. She could kill her dormant crush before it roared to life again. But she couldn’t find the anger that had helped her once. And she’d been brimming with it when she’d started at UF.
Tori’s roommate had gotten her into running as soon as she arrived in Gainesville. Moss-covered trees and grassy hills made the central Florida college town feel like a world away from Miami. A universe away from her past and everyone in it. She’d lost herself on the paths and emerged stronger and better. She just needed to do that again.
Tori’s wrist buzzed with a text alert. She glanced at the message from an unknown number.
I promise not to be an emotional drama queen every time we see each other. But I wanted to thank you for yesterday. I’d forgotten how easy you make it to be myself. Haven’t had that in forever. I can’t tell you how good it is to have my friend back.
Already at maximum capacity, Tori made herself empty every drop of energy in her tank. Like a generator burning the last of its reserves, a visceral grunt rattled in her strained chest, muscles screaming and head pounding from her out-of-rhythm breathing. The discomfort wasn’t enough to suppress the flutter in her stomach.
Mia: Just in case you have an entire sea of emotionally fragile friends… it’s Mia. Your number was on the card in the folder you left. YES I AM ACTUALLY FILLING OUT ALL THIS STUFF. Why is there so much? You sure you’re a realtor and not a lawyer?
A smile, tiny and obnoxious, tugged at one corner of Tori’s dry mouth. She remembered what Mia had been like when they were in school. She’d been a pathological procrastinator. Doing homework in the car on the way to school, staying up all night to study for tests.
Once, she’d spent a weekend forgoing sleep to put together a project that she’d been pretending to work on all semester. Pulling off the impossible, she’d aced the final with some complicated presentation about using orange peels to fight drought. Mia had gotten extra credit for the Florida-centric theme. There was no need for Mia to learn to stop waiting until the last possible minute. It never blew up in her face.
Tori had forgotten that about her. It was only when she hit the last stretch of her run that she realized her subconscious mind expected Mia to put off the paperwork. Especially because she didn’t seem particularly motivated to get her mother’s house ready for sale.
Mia: OMG look what I found.
Survival instinct told Tori to ignore the buzzing on her wrist. To focus on finishing her run and mentally prepare for the rest of her Friday. Normally, she’d have already visualized every step of her day, identifying issues before they manifested, but she hadn’t done it once yet.
Another message vibrated on her wrist and Tori couldn’t stop the chemical chain reaction it set off in her body. She couldn’t stop it, but she could ignore it.
Slowing to a jog, Tori waited for her heart rate to come down. For her body to cool. But even after she transitioned to walking, her stupid pulse was still hammering in her neck.
It didn’t matter what Mia had to say. There was no reason to check her messages like she was holding her freaking breath waiting for them. Reaching under her damp tank top, she snapped off the heart monitor strapped to her chest.
Proud of her restraint, she made it all the way to her Jeep without looking at her watch. It was only when she pulled her phone from her shorts’ pocket that her self-control dissolved.
Sitting in the driver’s seat with AC blasting in her flushed face, Tori’s traitorous heart lurched. The image was of a big, decoupaged box plastered with dozens of cutout pictures of her and Mia.
The image of buying two identical unfinished wooden boxes at the craft store assaulted Tori’s memory. Of sitting together, sifting through hundreds of photos, choosing which ones to print. Of taking over Tori’s dining table to spend a weekend cutting out pictures and arranging them into collages to glue onto the box.
When the second text came through, Tori’s smile curdled. Inside the box were hundreds of folded up squares of paper. Mostly white, but some random colors were mixed in. All the notes Tori had passed her throughout high school.
Closing her eyes, bile rose in the back of her throat. She remembered something else. The burning stench of Mia’s notes when she dumped them into a fire. Chest tight, she considered for the first time in nearly fifteen years whether she’d been a bit extreme in her detox. Regret clawed at her gut, but she told herself it had been the only way.
Mia: You don’t know how many times I tried to take this stuff with me to Philly. My mom was convinced I’d lose them somewhere so she never let them leave the house. Like yeah, Ma. I’m just going to lose a closet full of my best memories. OKAY.
Tori chuckled despite herself. It was easy to imagine that conversation like she’d been sitting at the kitchen counter with them.
Tori: You did lose your house keys twice. Your phone. Your wallet. I don’t know how many textbooks… AND MY VARSITY JACKET.
Mia’s response came immediately, as if she’d been waiting for Tori to text back.
Mia: Okay, promise you’re not going to get mad.
Tori: There’s an excellent way to set someone up to get mad…
Mia: Promise!
Tori: No!
Mia: Jesus, you’re impossible.
Laughing, Tori shook her head even though she was alone in the car. Just texting with Mia shouldn’t be as exhilarating as skydiving.
When the next image popped up on Tori’s phone, her eyes widened. Splayed out on an unmade bed was the jacket she’d gotten her senior year. Light blue with white leather sleeves, Cruz was embroidered in white on the chest. On the huge white L on the front were all of Tori’s varsity pins. Having lost all hope of finding the jacket after looking everywhere, she never expected to see it again.
Tori: MIA!!! You stole my freaking jacket!?!
Mia: STOLE is kind of a strong word… don’t you think?
A strange mix of delight and surprise made Tori laugh too loud for a person sitting alone in a parking lot.
Tori: You took something of mine and kept it…what else would you call that???
Mia: You mean I cherished something to remind me of my favorite person before we went off to college?? SUE ME
Tori: I might!
Mia: Okay, I just did a little Googling and the statute of limitations on theft is five years. So that ship has sailed. Also, you have to admit. It always looked pretty cute on me.
Another memory Tori hadn’t accessed in so long stomped on her heart as it sprang into her mind. Even in the summer, when it was hot as hell, Mia had worn Tori’s jacket to school. At home. On the weekends. Mia wore the damn thing way more than Tori ever did.
Mia: Are you busy tonight?
The sudden change in topic was disorienting.
Tori: Why?
Mia: Always with the inquisition. It’s a yes or no question.
Tori: It’s an it-depends-why-you’re-asking question.
After an eye-roll emoji, Mia waited a few minutes to text again. The delay was making Tori anxiously curious.
Mia: Daniela invited us to her house for a little get-together tonight. Wanna drive together?
Grinning, Tori didn’t know where to start with Mia’s assumption-laced text.
Tori: I’m very sure she didn’t invite US anywhere, because I haven’t seen her in a million years. And I’m not driving TOGETHER somewhere I’m not going.
Mia: You’re so high maintenance. She DID invite us because when she called me, I told her we’d gotten back in touch. She was v excited about that and then insisted I convince you to come. Happy?
Chewing on the inside of her cheek, Tori didn’t know what to name her emotions. She supposed happy would fit, though it was a little simplistic for the gunpowder catching fire in her chest.
Mia: Are we going out tonight, or what? Don’t make me call your mom. I bet she’s still got a landline and I know that number by heart.
Floating leagues above her own body, Tori bit the inside of her cheek. She didn’t doubt that Mia really would call her mom, and she was absolutely sure her mother would guilt trip her about declining the invitation.
Still, Tori couldn’t bring herself to accept. It had been so long since she’d seen people from high school. It was bound to be awkward. She didn’t need the small talk and meaningless conversation with people she had little in common with.
Tori: I’ll think about it.
Mia: Let’s meet here at eight. I already grabbed two bottles of wine so we can each bring one.
Tori: I DID NOT SAY YES
Tori: And I want my damn jacket back.
A pause, and then another photo popped up on Tori’s screen. Mia hadn’t just put the jacket on in an attempt to kill her, she was wearing the jacket in bed. Red hair splayed on the pillow and a little lopsided smile on her lips. Mia’s hazel eyes were alive with an unspoken dare.
Mia: Come get it.



Eight
“Okay, maybe it’s more than a little get-together,” Mia said when they pulled up to Daniela’s house in Tori’s Jeep. Over a dozen cars were packed into the driveway, street, and part of the yard.
Tori’s fingers curled over the steering wheel like they did when she was nervous. The desire to save Tori from her own anxiety pushed Mia to put a hand on her denim-covered lap.
“It’s just people from high school,” Mia reminded her.
Tori’s knuckles turned whiter. Her entire body pulled as tight as a rubber band about to snap.
“Hey,” Mia squeezed her thigh. “If you don’t want to go, we can leave⁠—”
“No,” Tori said like she could physically will herself to chill out. “It’s fine.” She glanced at Mia. Streetlights did a terrible job of illuminating her face. “Just girls from high school, right?” She said it like she was about to hurl over the side of the Santa Maria.
“Right,” Mia agreed. “But honestly, I can feign food poisoning and we can go get something to eat instead.”
Tori cracked a smile. “No need to reenact getting out of Caro’s quinces.”
Mia laughed, the forgotten memory roaring back to life. Tori had been part of one of Caro’s fourteen dancing pairs at her extravagant fifteenth birthday party. Two nights before the big day, Tori confessed in the darkness of Mia’s bedroom that she didn’t want to go. That she didn’t know the dance routines well enough and was worried about embarrassing herself in front of two hundred people. Naturally, Mia concocted a story about bad ham and shamelessly feigned illness for both of them. Pretending to have the shits had been a small price to pay to spare Tori the discomfort.
“I’m going to have to expand my bag of tricks,” Mia said, relieved that the color was returning to Tori’s face.
While Tori looped around the cul-de-sac to park on the opposite side of the street, Mia wondered for the millionth time why Tori had disappeared after high school. Why she seemed so set on cutting off that part of her life. They’d had nearly the same experience during those years. A good group of friends, just enough involvement in extracurriculars to have something to write about in college admission essays. Parties, dating, fun. Why the hell did Tori look like she was being marched toward a guillotine glinting in the sun?
Mia wanted to ask the obvious questions, but she wanted Tori to feel comfortable enough to tell her on her own. Mia didn’t mind being pushy—she rather enjoyed it—but this was the wrong thing to pry about. There was a reason Tori had distanced herself, and she wanted Tori to want to tell her why.
“Here, you got Daniela a very nice Pinot Grigio,” Mia said when they were out of the Jeep and walking toward a newly built house that looked identical to every other house on the block.
Tori took the black bag with the bottle inside. She quirked one objectively spectacular brow, gaze darting between her bag and the one Mia was holding.
“What?” Mia asked with a little grin.
“You got identical bags,” she replied with unusual delight swimming in her endless brown eyes. There was a what-are-people-going-to-say energy to her observation.
“I know your mom taught you not to look a supermarket wine horse in the mouth,” Mia shot back, perspiration already making the thin material of her short, floral romper stick to her lower back. She didn’t know how Tori wasn’t miserable in skinny jeans. Especially ones so tight that they made her modest booty look fantastic.
The moment Tori knocked on the door, it swung open. Daniela, the only tall blonde in their class, greeted them with a booming, “Oh, my God!” She crushed Mia in a hug first, even though they’d seen each other a few years earlier at their ten-year reunion.
“I’m so sorry about Eric and your mom,” Daniela whispered in her ear after kissing her on the cheek.
“Thank you.” Mia gave her a squeeze in return, but didn’t let her words sink in. She didn’t want to think about anything other than hanging out with old friends.
“Victoria Cruz, I don’t believe it,” Daniela said when she turned her attention to Tori, who was still standing on the front step even though Mia had gone inside. “I haven’t seen you in so long.” She flung her arms wide. “You look fucking amazing!”
Olive skin flushed red, Tori smiled and stepped into the house and into Daniela’s embrace. “It’s good to see you, too.”
Walking through Daniela’s house and meeting her silver fox neurosurgeon of a fiancé was a blur. Daniela had apparently invited everyone from their senior year and almost all of them had dates. It was a flurry of bright hellos and shock at Tori’s proof of life.
By the time they got to the smaller gathering on the patio, Mia was exhausted. Surprisingly, Tori looked a lot more comfortable than Mia expected.
“You want a drink?” Mia asked when Tori sat in a white canvas deck chair.
At least there wasn’t music and the noise of a hundred conversations outside—just half-a-dozen guys vaping. Guys Mia assumed were dates who’d also gotten overwhelmed by the chaos inside.
“I can get it. What’ll you have?” Tori replied in the tone she’d used when Mia walked into her agency.
All at once, Mia understood why Tori seemed so at ease. She was wearing her work persona like a Halloween costume.
“You sit,” Mia insisted, wanting Tori to drop the act for a few minutes. To give herself a rest. “What do you want?”
Tori’s shoulders relaxed, and Mia knew she’d nagged in the right direction. “Anything.”
With a smirk, Mia confirmed, “Anything?”
Knowing her too well, Tori chuckled. “Anything that’s not tequila.”
Mia booed before turning on her heels and starting for the unattended bar and the row of massive marine coolers behind it. Deciding against the hangover-producing hard alcohol lined up on the bar, Mia opened the first cooler to inspect its contents.
“I’ve never gotten orange-flavored beer,” a man said when Mia picked a bottle out of the ice to see what it was. “It just seems wrong, you know?”
Mia looked up at him and shrugged. She couldn’t say that she’d ever formed an opinion about beer in her life. It mostly all tasted fine to her.
“Sorry, um, that was a terrible line.” He smiled, cheeks turning a cute shade of pink. “I think you’re not supposed to open on a negative.”
Mia straightened and returned the smile to put the poor guy at ease. “Are you taking a crash course on how to talk to strangers?” She opened the next cooler.
He shifted his weight and cringed. “It’s actually a dating class.” His skin flamed bright red. “Here’s another thing I’m not supposed to say. My name is Paul and I’m dating for the first time in fifteen years.” His laugh was riddled with nerves. “Because I’m recently divorced,” he added, like Mia would otherwise think he’d been in prison.
“You don’t look nearly old enough for that,” Mia said, intending a compliment. “Were you a child bride?” She pulled a wine bottle from the ice before holding out her empty hand. “I’m Mia and I’m in the middle of a divorce,” she said, because it was all but technically true.
Paul relaxed like he’d been holding his breath. “We were high school sweethearts,” he explained. “You?”
“College,” she replied. “It’s cute when you’re the first of your friends to get married and the first to get divorced.”
“Right?” He grabbed a plastic wine cup. “There should be a prize for that.”
“You mean you want more than the crippling shame?” she joked, but didn’t hand over the bottle when Paul offered. Instead, she reached for a second cup and put them both on the bar to pour two glasses.
When Mia turned, she realized three girls Tori had played basketball with had found her outside. Ashley had pulled one of the chairs as close as possible to Tori. Her expression was incredibly animated and her mouth was moving so fast.
What the hell are they talking about?
Without being able to see Tori’s face, Mia couldn’t tell whether she wanted the company. She rushed to splash too much wine in each cup so Tori wouldn’t be stuck making small talk on her own.
“We should start a support group,” Paul joked, but Mia didn’t take her eyes off Tori.
“They say it’s like riding a bike,” she tossed behind her, glasses in hand and moving to where all the patio chairs were annoyingly taken. “Keep getting up if you fall on your face!”
Paul said something in return, but Mia didn’t catch it. Her attention was on Ashley, sitting unnecessarily close to Tori.
“Only the best Publix chard for you,” Mia said before presenting Tori with the generously poured glass.
When Tori started to stand, Mia put a hand on her shoulder. She was tempted to sit in her lap like she used to, but resisted the urge. Something about Ashley was throwing Mia off.
“What are we talking about?” Mia asked with a mostly genuine smile.
“I was just asking T about Jen,” Ashley replied, before taking a sip of beer.
T? Mia bristled at the unnecessary shortening of what was already a freaking nickname.
“Jenny Amador?” Mia’s attention darted inside. They’d chatted with her for a few minutes and she seemed normal. “What happened to her?”
Ashley chuckled like Mia was a moron. An adorable dolt.
Mia narrowed her gaze.
“Bartender Jen,” Ashley explained after a beat. “From Lavender Lounge?”
Tori was motionless. Her body language saying something like a sinkhole would be great right about now.
“Who we both had the misfortune of dating.” Ashley’s glance floated to Tori like Mia would finally connect dots she didn’t know existed.
“Oh, right!” she lied through the shock. “That Jen.”
Ashley continued talking, but Mia couldn’t make her brain pay attention. She was sinking into a confusing vortex of noise. There was no way Tori dated women and never mentioned it. No way. They’d always known everything about each other. Mia had shown Tori how the hell to wear tampons, for fuck’s sake.
But the more Ashley said, the more apparent it became that she knew Tori better than Mia did. That they apparently knew the same people. People Mia had never heard of… No, not people. Women. Women that dated other women.
Mia’s stomach soured when she realized Tori was avoiding her gaze. Sifting through their years of friendship, she hunted for what she could have done for Tori not to trust her. Had she ever made some dumb off-hand comment to make her think she wouldn’t accept her for who she was?
Maybe Tori hadn’t known back then, Mia thought to slow the spiraling. If she’d known something as huge as her sexual identity, she would have told her. They’d always told each other everything. She repeated it like a mantra and gulped her wine.
An eternity later, Mia was tipsy and numb when she climbed into the passenger seat of Tori’s Jeep. She’d spent the last three hours running through conversations in her head, formulating how to address the rainbow elephant sitting between them.
Her imagined self was calmly nonchalant. The picture of cool and collected with all the right words coming out in the exact right order.
When they were finally alone and Mia opened her mouth, her mother’s I’m-not-mad-I’m-disappointed voice shot out instead. “How could you not tell me?”
Tori didn’t turn on the car. Sitting in the dark, she didn’t look over at her when she replied, “It never came up.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Mia’s heart was thundering and her brain was a beehive. “Do you still date guys, too?”
She’d never been so devastated not to know something so important about someone she loved. She didn’t know what to say. It was all she could do not to blurt that her favorite coworker was gay. Even with her head spinning, she was sure that wouldn’t ease the suffocating awkwardness.
“A little in college.” With her hands balled in her lap, Tori focused on her steering wheel. “But…um…I’m definitely a five on the Kinsey Scale.”
Mia wished she could pull her phone out and look up what the hell that meant. She didn’t know there was a scale. Then again, sexual identity wasn’t something she’d ever thought much about at all.
“Is this a problem for you?” Tori asked, looking up at her for the first time, eyes glistening and cleaving Mia’s heart in two.
Mia didn’t know how she had any tears left, but there they were, rushing up to blur her vision before she wiped them away. “How could you think that of me?” She couldn’t hide the spider cracks in her voice.
When Tori swallowed so hard that it echoed in the Jeep, Mia shifted in her seat. She leaned forward to take both of Tori’s clammy hands in hers. “There’s nothing you could tell me that would make me care about you any less, Tori.”
Her chest burned when Tori looked away like she didn’t believe her. She desperately wanted to ask if this was why she’d pulled away from her all those years ago, but resisted. She wanted Tori to believe that she still loved her as much as she had when they were kids. That knowing everything about her could only make her love her more.
“You’re having a huge reaction for someone who’s cool with things,” Tori finally said when she looked at her again, fear joining the mist in her eyes.
“I’m sorry.” She squeezed Tori’s hands. “I just can’t believe freaking Ashley Mora knew something about you before I did.” She shook her head. “You didn’t even like her all that much in high school. You said she was a ball hog with weird breath.”
Tori flashed her the briefest dimple when she breathed a chuckle. “That she remembers,” she said like she was talking to someone else. “It’s not like I’ve hidden who I am, Mia.” She relaxed, squeezing Mia’s hands before letting them go.
“You just didn’t want to tell me in particular?” Mia wanted more than anything to understand. There was a universe of things Tori was holding back. Mia knew her well enough to know that, at least.
“It’s not like that,” Tori replied without offering what it was like.
“Did you think I wouldn’t understand?” Mia asked softly, keeping her tone free of judgment. “Because I would—I mean, I do.” She ventured a little smile. “I’ve kissed girls before, you know. I’m very cool and progressive.”
Tori rolled her eyes before she smirked. “And how many of those were drunk kisses for the male gaze?”
“Oh, don’t get all high and mighty.” The pressure building in Mia’s chest eased. “A dip in the lady pond is a dip in the lady pond, okay?”
Tori chuckled and shook her head. Mercifully, she pushed the button to start the car.
“So, are you dating anyone? What happened with that bartender? Do you have a type?” Mia fired off questions while Tori drove out of Daniela’s neighborhood.
While answering most of her questions, Tori relaxed.
“Did you know in high school?” Mia asked when the energy between them returned to normal.
She wanted Tori to say no. To say that she’d never kept anything about herself a secret. Not from her. Mia couldn’t stand the idea of Tori dealing with anything on her own. She rather hear that she’d discovered herself in college like so many people did.
“Yeah,” Tori whispered, shattering Mia with a single syllable.



Nine
Too nervous to drink coffee, Tori stared at the phone on her kitchen counter. She’d barely slept after dropping Mia off at home the night before, and since she’d returned from her sunrise run, she’d been staring at Mia’s text message.
Mia: Mountain of paperwork all signed. Come over? I’ll make you breakfast…
Of all the ways she’d imagined coming out to Mia, being accidentally booted from the closet by someone she hadn’t seen in years wasn’t one of them. Was it weird that she was relieved that it was out in the open now? That there wasn’t a dramatic revelatory conversation? Did that make her a coward?
Tori looked at the text again. What was with the ellipsis? And since when did Mia cook?
Deciding it was safer to shower than to keep staring at her phone, Tori jogged upstairs, stripped off her clothes, and stood under near-scalding water. When she returned to the kitchen, she lasted ten minutes before glancing at her screen again.
Mia: How about I sweeten the deal? If you come over, I’ll give you back your jacket.
Tori bit the inside of her cheek to keep her smile in its holster. The triple knotted mass in her chest loosened on its own.
Tori: You can’t blackmail me with the property you stole from me…
Mia: Blackmail?! The drama, Victoria. The drama! I pulled out the percolator, and the cafecito is on point. Are you coming or what?
Without picking up her phone, Tori shot off her response.
Tori: I don’t remember you being a bully in high school.
She intended to make herself a smoothie, but Mia’s chat bubbles appeared before she’d taken a step.
Mia: You think my efforts at friendship and hospitality are bullying?! Do you know what that word even means? I don’t think you know what that word means.
Tori chuckled and grabbed her phone. She leaned back against the counter. Bottom lip between her teeth, Tori let herself fish—just a little—for the answer she wanted.
Tori: If only there were some convenient technology where you could send me the images of the documents. One free from the joys of Miami traffic…
Mia: But then I wouldn’t be able to dazzle you with my personality. A lose/lose for all. Do you want me to beg? Because I will.
A familiar feeling fluttered to life in Tori’s belly. It sent whispers of warmth over her skin and made her stupid grin impossible to restrain.
Shifting her weight, she forced herself to relax. Mia just talked that way. She would not let herself read into things. Not this go-around.
Mia: Please, Tori. Would you please grace me with the honor of your presence? Do you want me to come to your place and drop them off instead? Have coffee—will travel.
Dropping her shoulders, Tori relented.
Tori: If you insist,
I’m going to be close to your neighborhood around eleven.
Mia: Good. Come over now and you can hang out with me before doing whatever the hell you’re doing at eleven. I’ll leave the door unlocked. I’m going to go take a shower byyyyyyye.
Shaking her head, Tori couldn’t tamp down her smile. She thought of the daylilies that had vexed her dad’s pandemic efforts to plant an herb garden. No matter what he did, he couldn’t eradicate all the bulbs. Every time he thought he’d gotten them all, a green stalk would shoot up somewhere, quickly followed by a bright orange bloom. Shade or full sun, it didn’t matter. The damn things even grew in a rocky patch of sand at the edge of the canal behind the house. They were relentless. Tori sighed. Inevitable.
Tori: I’m agreeing to come over on official realtor business. Not to hang out.
Mia: Sorry, I can’t hear you. I’m away from my phone and in the shower.
At the unexpected new level of Mia’s absurdity, Tori laughed. A real, straight from the gut, laugh. Jesus. She was losing her fucking mind.
Tori: Is this Mia’s assistant answering the phone for her? You know, it would be great if you could just email me those executed forms.
Mia: My apologies. That’s outside my job description.
Still laughing, Tori’s thumbs were moving faster than her brain.
Tori: Is your only job to text on Mia’s behalf while she’s indisposed?
Mia: Yes. Very niche. Mia says to hurry up. She misses you.
The sentiment was a quick jab to Tori’s sternum. It seeped in through her skin and dripped into her chest. Tori swallowed hard like that might push her heart out of her throat. When that didn’t work, she fled to outrun the heat rushing over skin.
Tori dashed back upstairs to change. She forced herself to stop thinking about the text while she pulled on some loose white shorts and a thin gray T-shirt. After doing her best to define the waves in her hair despite the humidity that would obliterate them when she stepped outside, she pulled on her sunglasses.
It was too early to go to Mia’s house. Tori was telling herself that, but then her mother called three times to add to Tori’s growing list of stuff to pick up for the barbecue, and she found herself parked in Mia’s driveway.
She was just going to pop in and pick up the forms and get on with her day. That was it. Now that she had three different spots to hit before heading to her parents’ place, she had plenty to do before her whole family arrived for lunch.
Just stopping by. She didn’t even have to step inside the house. Didn’t have to leave the front step. Nope.
This time, Tori knocked on the door and refused to try the handle. Her miscalculated attempt at self-preservation became obvious the moment it swung open.
Hair wet from the shower and in nothing but an oversized T-shirt, Mia’s face was flushed and her smile was effervescent. She looked at her like Tori was Santa dive-bombing down the chimney with everything on her wishlist.
“Hi,” Mia said after a beat, voice hoarse like she hadn’t spoken to anyone but her that morning.
Tori snatched that fact and hoarded it like a starving animal. She planned to ask Mia for the signed forms, but Mia’s expression softened and her hazel eyes seemed to grow with years worth of unspoken feelings.
“Are we going to be okay?” Mia’s voice was laced with uncertainty. With hope she held so lightly like she was afraid to set it down, she added, “I… What you told me last night. I barely slept thinking about it.” She barreled forward so fast, Tori didn’t get a chance to answer her. “Actually, I’m glad Ashley Mora has a huge mouth and apparently doesn’t know how to mind her own damn business⁠—”
Tori laughed, a sudden rush of nervous energy leaving her body. “Why are you so mad at Ashley?”
Mia’s narrowed gaze was the pulse dancing in Tori’s throat, the flutter returning to her tense stomach.
“Oh my God!” Mia crossed her arms over her chest. “Why are you suddenly obsessed with her? What are you? In the market for a new best friend?”
Suddenly unsure what she used to do with her hands before Mia sauntered back into her life, Tori slipped them in her pockets and rocked on her heels.
“Is that too much?” Mia asked, a flicker of doubt in her eyes. “Am I being too pushy?” She scratched the back of her neck. “You know, more than my usual and incredibly endearing and encouraging self?” She ventured the tiniest smile before doubt clouded her pretty face again. “I mean, now that it’s all out in the open, I was hoping we could, like, start over?” Her laugh was a nervous gurgle that made Tori’s stomach clench. “Well, not all the way
over because I still know more about you than freaking Ashley Mora—you know, gay thing notwithstanding.”
Mia’s brightening cheeks and eyes projecting blinding hope made Tori take a step back. She should decline whatever the hell Mia was offering. Rekindling their old friendship—with the expectations and attachments that went with it—was more than just seeing her a few times to get a house sold. Tori shouldn’t get pulled back into Mia’s orbit and she should definitely not walk back in willingly, like an idiot.
But things were different now. She wasn’t a confused kid figuring out who she was. And she wasn’t keeping any secrets this time. At least not in the present. That had to count for something. Had to change something.
The lie Tori was telling herself thundered in the pounding in her chest and the churning in her gut. No. She didn’t have feelings for Mia anymore. Not real ones. She was confusing the rush of seeing her after so long with something more. Something that just wasn’t there for either of them.
She could do this. It was just a few weeks and then Mia was going back home. Tori could be her friend while she needed her, and then Mia would just fade back to her real life. Standing in the summer heat with Mia’s eyes on her, she couldn’t choose self-preservation. Couldn’t reach for anything but surrender.
“Are you going to let this Ashley thing go?”
Mia’s broad smile was the sun prickling the back of her neck. The sweat beading on the small of her back. The erratic beating of her heart.
“That depends.” Mia tried to look cool, but couldn’t help smiling. “Are you keeping anything else from me?”
The question weighed three metric tons. The answer struggled against the heavy chains keeping it pinned to the ocean floor. Fought like it was burning to breathe again. To have just one chance to break the surface. To see light again, even for the most fleeting moment. Tori didn’t let it gain a millimeter of freedom.
“Something that Ashley knows?” Tori rode the fine edge of technical truth. “No.”
Mia opened her mouth, but whatever she was going to say got cut off by Tori’s ringing phone. Looking down at her screen, Tori silenced her mom’s call.
“You have those forms or what?” Tori rocked on the balls of her feet.
Mia raised her brows, drawing Tori’s attention to the scar at the edge. Her thumb tingled like it was running over the divot in her skin rather than getting jammed in her pocket along with her phone.
“Aren’t you coming in for breakfast?” Mia stepped away from the open door and gestured for Tori to follow.
“Jesus,” Tori muttered when her phone rang again. “Hang on.”
She turned away from Mia and answered. In rapid succession, her mom fired off more stuff to add to her list. Putting the call on speaker, she opened her notes app and tacked more ice and beer to the end.
“Sounds like you’re going to quite the party,” Mia said when Tori turned back to the door. “I haven’t seen your family in so long,” she added with the subtlety of a rocket launcher.
“Yeah, well.” Tori chuckled. “That would be pretty weird if you were hanging out with them and not me.”
Mia brightened. “It would be nice to see Rita again.”
Tori bit the inside of her cheek when she tipped her head to the side. “Are you angling for an invite to a very loud and probably chaotic backyard barbecue?” She made a point of looking into Mia’s house while wearing unabashed judgment. “With all this work you have left to do?”
“Yeah, yeah.” She turned on her heels and went inside like she expected Tori to saunter in behind her. “It’ll still be here when I get back.” She was deep in the air-conditioned recesses of her house when she shouted, “You might as well come inside and stop letting in every mosquito in Dade County.”
With a chuckle to herself that said what-the-hell-are-you-doing-with-your-life, Tori stepped inside. While Mia was getting dressed, Tori went to the kitchen. She grabbed the metal cup sitting on the edge of the stovetop. There was still some foam left on top of the espresso. From the little rack on the counter, Tori took a tiny cup and poured some lukewarm Cuban coffee.
She winced at the taste. It was way too sweet and a little weak. Tori was going to tease Mia about it, ask if her time in Philly had made her forget what good cafecito tasted like. But then Mia was back and wearing a loose dress that showed off her shapely, tanned legs and Tori forgot how to breathe.
Blowdried, Mia’s hair was vibrant red like she’d just dyed it. It cascaded beyond her freckled shoulders. Lips painted a glossy pink curved into a smile before they turned unsure.
“Before we go,” Mia started, voice soft as she crossed into the kitchen, “I just wanted to say something. If that’s okay?”
All Tori had in her was a nod weaker than Mia’s attempt at espresso. Mia’s perfume was different now, but the effect it had on the sturdiness of her knees was the same. It was the first time she’d been that close without crying, and Tori wasn’t prepared for the clench in her stomach and the flutter in her chest.
“I’m sorry,” Mia whispered, eyes brimming with emotion. “I’m sorry I didn’t make you feel safe enough to share such a big part of who you are with me.” Mia’s palms were warm and destabilizing when they landed on Tori’s jaw. Her expression was so gentle. So sincere. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t a better friend. I should have⁠—”
“It’s not on you,” Tori managed around the tightness in her throat and the trembling in her fingers. “It was my choice, Mia.”
Mia’s faint smile sputtered to life, then faltered. “Are you just saying that because⁠—”
“I’m saying it because it’s true,” she interrupted. Tori couldn’t stand the sadness lingering in her eyes. “Let’s just move on, okay? Start brand-new.”
“Start over, but not all the way over so that freaking Ashley knows you better than me?”
Tori laughed, entire body alive and buzzing. Lost in the mossy green of Mia’s eyes, she remembered how to breathe again. “Yeah.



Ten
Tori’s parents’ house was a vibrant contrast to the relative silence Mia had been living in. She didn’t hear the loud salsa music echoing in the suburban neighborhood as much as she felt it vibrating through her feet and resonating in her chest.
The cars parked on both sides of the street banished her concern that all the stuff jammed in Tori’s trunk was an exaggeration. She forgave her own skepticism. It had been years since she’d been to an event with a whole roasted pig and enough booze to make a bootlegger blush.
“Change your mind?” Tori asked, forearms flexing from carrying two cases of beer while they walked around the side of the house.
Mia shifted the bag of ice in her right hand to cradle it in her left. She let the grocery bags slide down to her elbow when she grabbed the handle on the weathered wooden gate leading to the backyard.
“Not a chance.” She wiggled her brows. “You’re getting your cute little ass kicked at dominos.” She pulled back the door that caught on the uneven path. It required another hard yank to open.
“Oh, yeah?” Tori’s laugh, open-mouthed and bright-eyed, was contagious. “And when’s the last time you played?” She couldn’t hide her love of trash talk. “Lots of grandpas running around Philly challenging you to a game?”
Mia’s chest tingled. A flurry of sensation rippled over her skin when she grinned. “Talent like mine doesn’t fade, baby.” She waited for Tori to step into the backyard first. “I’ll bet you designated driver duty that you can’t beat me.”
“Like I’d let you drive my Jeep,” Tori countered when they turned the corner
Feigning offense, Mia gave Tori a near-lethal side-eye. “Did you forget I’m the one who taught you how to drive?”
Tori didn’t miss a beat, returning the volley exactly where Mia placed it. “Did you forget all the dings you put in your mom’s car with your skills?”
“I said I taught you how to drive—not park.” Mia couldn’t hold back her chuckle. Couldn’t slow the pulse dancing in her throat. “You used to be a much better listener,” she teased, raising a single brow even if she couldn’t turn her expression serious.
Tori rewarded Mia with both dimples and a blinding smile. The world grew silent, music and laughter fading into a gentle hum. Mia was instantly caught in something. An unseen force field rooting her sandaled feet to the patchy grass.
Inches from Tori, the air between them shifted. Mia’s breath tangled in her throat and didn’t make it to her lungs. There was something in Tori’s expression. Something she wasn’t saying. Something Mia was sure that she’d pay any price to hear.
“Mia!” Tori’s mom’s voice was a rush of warmth flooding her spine and crashing in her belly.
Bounding toward them, Rita was short where Tori was tall. Fair where Tori was naturally tan. Her energy, though, was as bright as Mia remembered.
“Rita! Oh my gosh, you look amazing.” Mia shuffled the bags in her hands again, eager to reach out for a hug.
“Juan Carlos! Come help the girls,” Rita called, and a teenage boy broke off from a group throwing a football around. A moment later, he’d gathered some other kids and Mia’s hands were free. They bounded off with Tori’s Jeep key in hand.
“Sweetheart, I’m so happy to see you.” Rita pulled Mia into a crushing embrace. “I’ve been thinking about you so much, mi vida.” She ran her hand over the back of Mia’s head, stroking her hair with the most maternal touch she’d felt in months.
Mia wanted to linger there, but she didn’t trust herself not to cry if she did. Today she wanted a day without the crushing pain of grief. To live in the light and color of a family…even if she was only borrowing it for the afternoon.
“It’s been too long,” Rita whispered the words that nearly dismantled her.
Emotion pricked the back of Mia’s eyes. It made her skin too tight. Her bones too heavy. She wanted to agree—to tell her that it hadn’t been her call—but she hugged her back harder instead and released a different truth. “It’s good to be home.”
Tori’s entire family poured out from everywhere to greet her. From the half-a-dozen long folding tables setup in the shade. From the house. From under the two tents where several games of dominos were going on at once. Like a human tidal wave, they descended upon her.
As if no time had passed at all, Mia slipped right back into a tribe that felt less like a loan and more like a gift. She was plied with food that tasted too good to care about calories. Asked a million questions at once while photos of kids and grandkids were flipped in her face.
She was buzzing by the time Tori put her arm around her shoulders to steer her away from her aunt’s detailed account of her cosmetic spider vein removal. Tori handed her a bottle of Heineken wrapped in a napkin.
“Ready to play?” Tori sipped her own beer and gestured toward a domino table where her uncle and his third wife were getting up.
With Tori’s arm draped so casually around her, with the scent of her skin so close and the overwhelming feeling of belonging making it impossible to breathe, Mia laughed.
She took a sip of the beer she definitely didn’t like and resisted the urge to whine when Tori pulled away.
“Oh, you want to team up?” Mia asked when she noticed Tori’s cousins still sitting at the table were playing as a duo. “You think that’s going to keep me from beating you?”
Tori sat on one side of the square wooden table, domino tiles face down and ready to be mixed together. She looked up at Mia, skin flushed from the heat and sweat dampening her temples. If Mia had been holding her phone, she would have snapped a photo of her right then. There was something about her expression that made Mia want to steal it and hoard it for later. To keep it with her in Philly during sleepless nights.
“I’m still going to win,” Mia said as she sat across from her, voice weak and lacking conviction.
Tori’s slow grin was the sunrise after a storm. She kept her gaze locked on Mia, giving her nowhere to run. “We’ll see.”
The thunder of white tiles crashing against each other and sliding across the well-worn wooden table shoved Mia back to her senses. The sound was a hypnotist snapping their fingers, prompting Mia to look down at the men pushing the dominos around to shuffle them.
Mia had chugged a third of her beer by the time it was time to pick ten tiles at random. The moment she locked in, she realized she didn’t remember a single strategy for winning. She reverted to how she’d played as a kid, and dumped the highest numbered dominos first.
Hours later, Mia had bullied her way into making Rita let her help with the clean-up. Most of Tori’s extended family had left, but a handful lingered inside where the AC made life bearable. Tori had volunteered to drive her grandparents home, giving Mia a chance to hang with Rita. It wasn’t that she had an ulterior motive exactly, but if Rita happened to drop a clue about why Tori had stopped talking to her in college, it might make it easier to broach the topic with Tori.
“Here, mi amor.” Rita handed her another stack of paper plates to throw away.
Mia held open the huge garbage bag nearing capacity. “When we finish this table, I’ll go grab another bag.”
“I wanted to take a minute, now that we’re alone.”
By the soft tone Mia was tired of hearing—the tone that preceded wide glistening eyes and bled with pity—Mia knew what Rita was going to say. Her stomach churned, pushing the taste of garlic into her throat.
“I’m so sorry about your mom.” Rita’s words were gentle, like she was trying not to startle a feral cat. They landed like a jab to the gut just the same. “Grisel was such a force. When Tori told me⁠—”
“The food was amazing.” Mia cut her off, desperate to avoid the undertow of grief threatening to drag her under. She forced a smile that felt like cheap plastic stretched over bone. It was the best imitation she could offer on short notice. “I don’t know how I’m going to go back to life without home cooking.”
Rita’s expression was so full of love and sympathy, it made Mia want to fold herself small enough to fit in her arms. Instead, she busied herself with gathering empty beer bottles and heading to the big trash can on the side of the house.
“I’m surprised Tori agreed to leave you behind,” Rita said when they moved on to emptying the leftovers and melted ice from huge coolers. “You’ve only been back together for what? A week? And already you’re inseparable.” She chuckled to herself and pulled the stopper from one of the coolers, letting water spill onto the patio stones.
“In so many ways, it’s like nothing ever changed.” Mia opened a second cooler and started pulling out cans. “In other ways… Tori has grown into such a different person.”
“You know she’s not one for the mushy stuff, but I can see that she’s so happy to have you back in her life. That time after high school was tough, but I knew she’d get over the crush. I knew that you two would find each other again.”
Mia reached for years of experience working in the hospital and made her face a mask. Expressionless while Rita kept talking, Mia repeated the word crush in her head. All at once, the past rearranged itself like a kaleidoscope shifting into focus. A thousand little moments clicked into place with jarring clarity.
Tori had a crush on me?



Eleven
Mia’s house had never felt more overwhelming than it did on Sunday morning after a restless night’s sleep. No matter what she tried, Mia couldn’t think about anything other than a single word.
Crush.
Rita had dropped it so casually. It was like she’d expected Mia to know. Like Mia and Tori had talked about it and had a good laugh about old times. A strange sensation stirred in her gut.
Annoyance? Jealousy? She couldn’t tell, but she was getting sick of everybody knowing things about Tori that she didn’t. She was sick of feeling clueless. They’d been so close. How could Tori not confide in her about anything and everything?
Mia was sure that if the situation had been reversed, she’d have told Tori everything. She did tell her everything—or pretty close to it. Mia was pacing her kitchen, wondering how she could be so self-centered that she didn’t notice these things about Tori, when her doorbell rang.
The moment the sound chimed, Mia remembered what she’d forgotten. When her entire worldview was different two days ago, she’d told Daniela to come over for coffee on Sunday morning.
Glancing at her phone before she headed for the door, Mia’s stomach heaved. After dropping her off last night and sending the requisite got-home-safe confirmation text, Tori hadn’t texted her this morning. Had Rita gotten to her already? It was obvious that Rita didn’t think she was telling Mia anything new. Mia didn’t want Tori to feel embarrassed or upset. There was nothing to feel bad about⁠—
The doorbell chimed again and Mia forced herself to answer it.
“I brought pastelitos,” Daniela said, a big brown box in one hand and a carrier with two coffees in the other.
“Wasn’t I supposed to make you coffee?” Mia greeted her with a kiss to the cheek and relieved her of the insulated cups.
“I know you don’t have anything like King of Pastry in your sad little gray town,” she joked. “Gotta get it while you can.”
Mia couldn’t argue—even if Daniela’s reminder of her return home sounded ominous. Instead, she led Daniela to the living room where they plopped down across from each other on the couch. After talking about Daniela’s extravagant wedding plans for a seaside ceremony and the honeymoon through Western Europe to follow, the conversation drifted to Tori.
“I can’t believe you guys haven’t seen each other since high school.” Daniela tossed a mini ham croqueta in her mouth and pulled one of her legs onto the couch. “You look as inseparable as you always did.”
“When did you find out Tori was gay?” Mia’s question bounded out of her mouth before she’d fully considered it. She was so off-kilter.
Daniela sipped her cafe con leche. “Considering the all-girl school sitch, I was really expecting more sapphic reveals.” When she realized Mia was asking a genuine question, Daniela shrugged. “Girl, I don’t know. A heck of a lot later than you found out.” She paused as if searching her memory. “Maybe like ten years ago?”
“She told you?” Mia’s stomach heaved.
“No. My cousin dated her ex-girlfriend. But I mean… I wasn’t shocked.” She chuckled. “What’s the big deal?”
Mia couldn’t bring herself to say that she and Tori hadn’t just grown apart, Tori had dumped her without a word. Her pause was too long. Daniela put her cup on the coffee table and leaned forward.
“What aren’t you telling me?” Daniela searched her face before tipping her head to the side. When a guess materialized, she looked ready to discount it. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
Mortification leaked from Mia in a long sigh. “I found out at your house. Freaking Ashley Mora⁠—”
“She hooked up with Ashley?” Daniela shrieked.
“No!” Mia’s skin caught fire. “They had friends in common,” she added, instead of saying that they’d dated the same woman.
Leaning back, Daniela was quiet. Her silence made Mia desperate to know what was going on in her head. If she could choose a superpower right then, it would have been mind-reading. She was sick of not knowing what was going on.
“What?” Mia pressed.
“Nothing,” Daniela lied. Badly.
“Dani. What?”
“I’m not one to go spelunking in people’s business, Mia.”
Mia blew past her disclaimer. “What people? What business? Can you talk in full sentences, please?”
Daniela cringed like she was embarrassed. “I mean we all just assumed you two were…you know.”
Heart pounding so hard it was beating in her eyes and obscuring her vision, Mia’s mouth lost every ounce of moisture. “You know what?” She needed to hear it. Needed it said out loud. Needed everything out of vague shadows and assumptions.
“It’s not a big deal,” Daniela said with a wave like she was clearing a smell. “It’s in the past, and we shouldn’t have been speculating⁠—”
Mia’s throat was so tight, it was hard to breathe. “D⁠—”
“Oh Lord, Mia. We thought you two were on the DL in high school, okay?”
“On the what?” Blood rushed in Mia’s ears, making her voice alien and strained.
Daniela’s neck flushed hard. “On the down-low. Hooking up,” she clarified.
“Who thought that?” Mia pressed her clammy palms to her thighs.
Daniela laughed. “Literally everyone. I mean, nobody cared. It’s not like y’all tried that hard to hide it.” She stopped laughing and looked at Mia for several beats. Her expression softened. “You really weren’t?”
Mia shook her head, her feelings a tangle in her chest. “What made you think we were together?”
Daniela reached for her coffee again, and Mia peeled her racing heart off the roof of her mouth. “I don’t know,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “Maybe because you guys were constantly together…constantly sleeping at each other’s house… I don’t know that I ever saw either of you get to school or leave without the other. You were always going off to be alone… And I mean, you were always touching her, Mia.” She chuckled.
“Well, yeah, we were best friends,” Mia replied with what sounded perfectly reasonable. “You and Emmanuel were like that. You went to Port-au-Prince with her family every summer,” she countered.
Daniela tipped her head to the side like she took pity on Mia’s sweet soul. “Yeah, babe, but I wasn’t always bailing on my boyfriend to go sneak off to a tree with Emmanuel.” Her response was a lethal finishing move.
“It wasn’t a tree,” she replied weakly because she had nothing else. “It was a roof.”
When Daniela was gone, Mia collapsed on the couch. Her heart wouldn’t slow down. Wouldn’t let her catch her breath. She closed her eyes and tried to reset her nervous system, but memories broke through like sword-wielding raiders.
Was it weird that she always gravitated toward Tori in a crowd? How she’d scan every room until she found her? The way her entire body relaxed the moment Tori appeared, like a switch being flipped. Like coming home. Why was that so odd? She loved her. Friends loved each other.
Their sleepovers floated to the front of her mind. Everyone had sleepovers in high school. They weren’t any different.
As soon as she thought it, Mia acknowledged that she’d never slept better than when she was with Tori. When she was wrapped around her, palm pressed against the warm skin of Tori’s stomach. The steady rise and fall of her chest more soothing than any meditation app on her phone. The scent of her skin had been better than any sleeping pill.
Even now, all these years later, Mia remembered how it felt to trace abstract patterns on Tori’s skin while they talked about nothing and everything. To feel Tori’s muscles jump under her fingers when she laughed.
Her chest tightened. Oh.
Oh shit.
Mia sat up so fast that it made her lightheaded. Her heart thundered against her sternum like it was trying to break free. Like it knew something her brain was just beginning to process. Like it wanted to look her in the face when it taunted her with a finally, bitch eye roll.
Didn’t all best friends memorize the exact spot on each other’s skin that gave them goosebumps? Being jealous when they had to share them with other people was normal, right? Other people felt electricity dance across their skin when their best friend’s fingers brushed against theirs, she was sure.
She just had never felt like this about anyone else because she’d never had a friendship that close again. But that was just part of getting older. The depth of interpersonal relationships changed.
As if to prove a point, Mia’s mind turned to the bright and undeniable now. And now… Now her skin tingled every time Tori smiled at her. Her heart still raced when Tori got too close. The urge to touch her was still there, burning under her skin like a fever.
“Fuck,” she whispered into the empty room like some unseen being was waiting to spring forth with answers. To help her understand what was happening to her. What had happened with Tori.
Nothing came.



Twelve
Tori should have been heading to work. As managing broker, she liked to be physically present in the office even if most agents did little more than pass through. There were always problems to solve and staff to manage. Plus, she liked it there. Liked the ritual of getting dressed and driving across town and sitting at her desk. Liked the structure of routine and order.
But then there were Mia’s texts asking her to come over to contend with. Her messages were wildflowers breaking through a manicured lawn. Watercolor bleeding over carefully drawn lines. The uninvited chaos of her touch left the world more vibrant—even if also unsettled.
Tori laughed to herself when she turned down Mia’s street. She was losing her damn mind.
She parked next to the Volvo and strode to the front door. In charcoal trousers and a thin black top, she’d slicked her hair back in a tight ponytail. Picking it up was the only defense against seven-thousand percent humidity.
Even though Mia opened the door immediately, Tori had started sweating the moment she was out of AC range.
“Hi,” Mia breathed, face flushed like she was the one standing in the heat. Her gaze floated over Tori’s body and back to her face. “You just go to work like that? Every day?”
Tori’s pulse stumbled and restarted too fast. “Looking like what?”
“Looking like...” Mia gestured vaguely at her. “That.”
Heat flooded Tori’s skin while she tried not to notice Mia’s bare legs under an oversized T-shirt. Notice the strands of hair that had escaped her messy bun. Notice the unreadable glint in her hazel eyes while she peered up at her.
“Well, I tried to talk the partners into letting me wear basketball shorts and a muscle tee, but they wouldn’t bite.” Tori chuckled to spend the nervous energy that was building up too fast. “You finally going to give me those forms or what?”
Mia’s expression darkened when she stepped back to let Tori in. “Are you seeing clients today?”
Escaping the heat, Tori sat at the kitchen counter. “Why?”
On the other side of the counter, Mia studied her like a human lie detector. “That’s not an answer.”
“Technically it’s an answer, since it’s what you got in response to your question.” Tori’s grin broke free and she had to bite her bottom lip to pull it back. “It’s just not the one you wanted.”
Mia’s energy was blinding. She laughed, throat flushed and bobbing. “When did you get like this?”
“Like what?” Tori teased, afraid she was bordering on obnoxious but she couldn’t bring herself to stop. She loved chasing Mia’s delight. Loved it even more when she was the cause.
With her brow raised and her full lips curved in a way that screamed don’t be such a smartass, Mia crossed her arms over her chest. With just her glare, she pinned Tori down.
Tori happily gave up her power with a chuckle. “A lot has changed in fourteen years.”
The moment Tori spoke, she wished she hadn’t. The light flickered in Mia’s eyes right before it died. It had been the wrong thing to say, Tori knew it instantly. Knew it in the way her stomach dropped and her skin prickled and her mouth went dry.
“I haven’t wanted to bring this up.” Mia dimmed so much, there was nothing left. “Actually”—she shifted her weight in a rare moment of uncertainty—“I didn’t want to bring this up at all. I was kind of hoping you’d say something first.”
Tori tried to swallow, but all the moisture in her body had migrated to the sweat pooling at the small of her back. She didn’t want things to change. Didn’t want to talk about whatever was casting a shadow across Mia’s face.
“Why, Tori?” The question was so small. It was the first pebble starting an avalanche. Two syllables had enough force to bring down the mountain of defenses she’d built around herself. “Why did we stop being friends?”
There it was. The fork in the road and Tori couldn’t bring herself to pick a lane. Deluded with hope that she could just keep what they had now—that they didn’t have to dig up what Tori had buried away—Tori tried to deflect. “People grow apart,” she said because the platitude was true enough. “How many adults do you know are still friends with their high school⁠—”
“We didn’t drift apart,” Mia drove the truth like a spike through Tori’s chest. “You threw me away.”
Digging her short nails into her palm, Tori failed to dodge the jab. “That’s not true,” she snapped, because it was woefully incomplete. Like calling a freezing hiker who breaks into a cabin a thief. Like saying a shipwrecked sailor who ate the last of the rations was selfish. Sometimes survival meant making impossible choices.
How could she possibly explain without painting the entire picture? The truth was radioactive. It would reach back in time and contaminate every sleepover, every hug, every innocent moment of intimacy between them.
Shame and embarrassment kept Tori’s jaw clenched tight. Kept her from revealing how desperate she’d been. How she hadn’t meant for Mia to be collateral damage. All she’d wanted was to stop the gnawing and irrepressible ache of loving someone who didn’t love her back.
“Why couldn’t you talk to me?” Mia’s cracking voice was the crumbling of Tori’s foundation. The numbing in her hands and the trembling in her bones. “If you didn’t want to be friends anymore?” Her eyes were so big, so full of hurt Tori was ashamed of causing. “Why didn’t you tell me? Did you know you were going to do it?” The single tear rolling down Mia’s bright red cheek made Tori want to crawl out of her skin. To run away from herself. “Before we left—” She wiped her face, but it did nothing to strengthen her faltering voice. “Before we left for college, did you know you were going to leave me? When did you decide⁠—”
“It wasn’t like that, Mia.” Tori couldn’t take the agony rampaging in her chest. “Every decision in my life wasn’t centered on you.” The words assaulted her own ears, sounding so much harsher than she’d intended them. She couldn’t rephrase before Mia’s face transformed into pure devastation.
“Is that what you really think of me?” Mia’s expression vacillated between shock and pain. “That I’m some selfish asshole?”
“That’s not what I meant.” Tori swallowed hard, trying to regain herself.
She couldn’t complete a full thought. Couldn’t make her brain work. She was a jumble of nerves. She couldn’t explain without making things worse. How could she tell Mia that she was every stereotype: the lesbian in love with her straight best friend. She was no better than the dudes waiting in the friend zone, desperate for a chance to shoot their shot.
It was too mortifying to admit, so Tori had to choose silence. To let Mia project whatever she wanted onto her like a blank canvas. To let her think she was callous rather than crushed.
“So then, what do you mean?” Mia pleaded. “Talk to me.”
The plea obliterated Tori’s sore heart. The truth was climbing up her throat like bile, and she had to physically clamp her jaw to keep it contained. She couldn’t explain without changing everything, and she couldn’t bear to watch Mia rewrite their entire history through the lens of Tori’s feelings.
“People change, Mia.” She gave her the sliver of truth she could find in her shredded heart. “We didn’t spend years talking about your med school dreams for you to become an MRI tech⁠—”
“What the hell is wrong with being a tech?” Mia snapped, but there was more confusion than anger in her voice.
Tori shuddered. Her words weren’t coming out right. “Nothing,” she swore. “I just meant that it wasn’t your dream⁠—”
“Well, I don’t remember you dreaming about being a real estate agent. You’re not managing a team.” Mia slung the accusation like a well-aimed arrow. “When’s the last time you even played basketball?”
Confused by the strange change in topic when all she meant to do was make a point about life winding its own path, Tori furrowed her brow. “You can’t possibly compare a kid’s stupid dream to an achievable goal—” She shook her head. “The point is, we grew up⁠—”
“I made the concessions I needed to make.” The lethal edge in Mia’s tone was a bat to Tori’s knees. “That doesn’t make my life invalid.” Everything in Mia’s body language screamed that she was shutting down. “And it doesn’t give you the right to judge me.”
Tori slid off the stool. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish drowning in fresh air. She didn’t know how they’d gone so far off the rails. Worse, she didn’t know how to fix it. Everything she said was landing like a blow she didn’t intend.
“I don’t judge you, Mia,” Tori said weakly, wishing she had a white flag to wave. That there was a signal she could send without speaking. A way to disengage without making things worse. “And I’m sorry⁠—”
“Maybe you’re right. We’re not the people we were in high school. You don’t owe an apology to someone you don’t know,” Mia said, gaze distant and expression unreadable.
The words forced Tori to take a step back on unsteady legs. “Yeah,” she agreed, her handle on her emotions slipping. She turned, fleeing Mia’s house before she started crying. Whoever said the truth hurt underplayed the casualties.



Thirteen
The problem with having a glass office was that Tori had nowhere to fall apart in private. She should have gone home. But instead of admitting defeat, she’d gone to work. Work, where she’d been staring at the same email for twenty minutes, reading the words without processing them. Even if she could make her brain function, she was just as distracted by the pain. The tension in her clenched jaw had created a headache that started at her temples and radiated down her neck.
Every minute of the six hours she’d been at work felt like trying to move through water—slowed down, weighted, unreal. The sharp ache in her gut hadn’t eased since she’d fled Mia’s house.
“The financials from last month,” Larissa announced, dropping a folder onto Tori’s pristine desk. She sat in a chair across from her. “You look like shit.”
“Thanks.” Tori rubbed her chest like that might ease the pressure building there.
“Want to talk about it?”
“Nope.” Tori clicked through a dozen unread messages without seeing them. She just needed to focus. To slip back into the groove she’d carved for herself, the comfortable routine that didn’t include getting emotionally eviscerated before breakfast.
“So it’s about Mia then.” Larissa crossed one long leg over the other, hands resting on her lap. “She the reason you weren’t here bright and early, like the adorable little rooster you are?”
Tori locked Larissa in her gaze and turned the temp in her voice down to icy. “Don’t you have work to do?”
“Yeah, but watching you squirm is way more entertaining.” Larissa’s playful tone softened. “You know you can’t keep running from this conversation forever.”
“Watch me.” Tori tossed back a forced smile and picked up the folder.
Alone again, she tried to lose herself in work. But she couldn’t think about contracts or deals. She’d done the right thing fourteen years ago. Hadn’t she? Creating distance had been the only way to survive loving someone who could never love her back. Why did she still feel like shit?
Tori closed her eyes and pressed her fingers to her pounding temples. All she could see was the hurt in Mia’s eyes. Her voice cracking played on a loop in Tori’s mind. The sound was haunting.
Tori’s chest was on fire. Her instincts had served her so well for so long, and now she wasn’t sure about anything. Had no idea what to do next.
The dangerous truth was that she wanted Mia back. There wasn’t a person on the planet who made her feel so much like herself. Mia was the only person she never needed a break from. Never wanted to be apart from. She didn’t have to recharge her social battery after being with her—Mia was high voltage plugged straight into her veins. Why did everything with her have to be so easy?
Dropping her head to the desk, she groaned. What should she have done instead? Remain in unrequited love for her entire life? She’d made the best bad choice. How could she have known she’d misjudged the cost?
“Looks like I’m right on time,” Larissa said when she walked in.
Tori didn’t take her head off the desk.
Larissa sat down, and Tori stared at her shoes through the glass. No one else could rock Doc Martens with a suit. Larissa would never end up a pathetic heap in her office.
“The straight ones will get you every time,” she offered like it was a thing people said. “That’s why I put together a speed dating thing for you.”
At the ridiculous suggestion, Tori popped her head up. “What?”
Larissa looked at her smart watch. “You have three hours to turn that sad sack smile upside down.”
Head pounding anew, Tori raised her brows. “Did you put out a big light in the sky to summon all your former suitors?”
Larissa laughed. “I sent a few texts to some people who sent a few texts,” she admitted. “In a couple of hours, a dozen eligible sapphics will mingle while waiting their turn to meet you.”
“That sounds like a lovingly handcrafted nightmare,” she joked. “Thank you for trying to play Cupid, but⁠—”
“But you’re still hung up on her.” Larissa leaned back, expression sober, like a physician rendering a diagnosis. “And before you deny it”—she casually lifted one hand—“I know you’ve seen her every single day since she fluttered out of here last week.”
“You stalking me, Silva?” Tori deflected.
“So that’s a yes,” she replied with staggering confidence. She watched Tori for a few seconds before taking a deep breath and leaning forward. “What’s going on? Trust me, my Sagittarius spirit usually finds your Scorpio-tastic need to live in your head and keep every thought a secret adorable.” She smiled, soft and warm. “But maybe if you let some of them out into the light…” She tilted her head to the side.
“I don’t even know,” Tori breathed, the first whole truth she’d told in days.
“Do you still have feelings for her?” Larissa’s tone was so gentle, it made Tori too aware that she looked as unraveled as she felt.
Tori closed her eyes too long to call it a blink. When she opened them again, her chest was aching like an alien spawn was fighting to break free. She opened her mouth, but she couldn’t answer the question. Instead, a barrage of reasons she shouldn’t care about Mia swarmed out.
“In so many ways…” Tori tried to get out of her own way and let something —anything—flow out. “It’s like nothing ever changed. Like I’m still this stupid teenager, but without the mood swings.” She tried to laugh, but it was too strained. She dropped her head back on her chair. “I don’t know,” she repeated, eyes trained on the ceiling. “It’s too fucking pathetic,” she confessed to the crown molding. “What does it say about me that I can’t remember being happier than…” She didn’t let herself finish the sentence.
“Than you’ve been since that cute redhead cannon-balled back into your life?” Larissa put her out of her misery.
Tori nodded.
“Even though that crush is still crushing.” Larissa repeated her question from a few nights earlier, but this time it sounded more like a statement of fact. One Tori was too tired to contest.
Tori nodded again. “It’s so stupid. Not only is she not into women, she’s impulsive. She’s chaos and mess⁠—”
“And you’ve built your perfectly ordered life to never experience an ounce of that,” Larissa finished.
Attention snapping back to Larissa, Tori straightened. “What the hell?”
“I’m not making judgments.” Larissa put both her hands up to show she wasn’t wielding weapons. “Just pointing out some facts. Control might be an illusion, but it is comforting. I get why⁠—”
“What side are you on?” Confused by Larissa’s erratic train of thought, Tori furrowed her brow.
“The side that wants you to be happy,” she replied without hesitation. “And I’m afraid you’ve gotten really good at being content.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “Content isn’t the same as happy.”
Tori didn’t want to think about how she’d structured her life. She shifted to the more immediate problem. “I hurt her,” she said with a heart full of regret. “How the hell do you fix something you broke trying to save yourself?”
Larissa stood and rounded the desk. She squeezed Tori’s shoulder. “Maybe start by being honest—with yourself and with her.”
“That’s terrible advice.” Tori managed a weak laugh.
“Yeah, well.” Larissa headed for the door. “Sometimes the terrible options are the only ones we’ve got.”
Alone, Tori picked up her phone. She wanted to call Mia. To find a way to make it right.



Fourteen
Floating down the grocery store aisle, Mia was more shadow than person. She’d never been so disconnected from her body. Never felt less sure about anything—and for a person whose life was in a tailspin of aimlessness, that was quite the achievement.
All day she’d been stuck in an endless replay of her conversation with Tori that morning. Well, conversation was generous. Tori had never been overly verbose, but it was like she’d forgotten how to speak while sitting in her kitchen.
Mia had wanted to tear all the secrets from her lips and lay them out on the counter. She’d been so close to revealing that Rita had told her about the crush. To ask if such a small thing could have really ended the closest relationship Mia ever had. How could they take any real steps forward without unpacking the past?
But she didn’t want to spark conflict between Tori and her mom. And she didn’t want to embarrass Tori with the revelation. So there she was, drifting down the aisles with a hole in her chest where her own inadvertent secret was burning through it.
She imagined looking at her life like she was assessing a scan. If only she could put her problems through a machine and hunt for the anomalies. All she wanted was a clear diagnosis. Something treatable.
Flipping through the annoyingly limited information she had, Mia reframed what Rita had said. She hadn’t made the crush sound like something serious. Rita said she’d always known that she and Tori would be friends again.
At that age, Mia had indulged in constant crushes. She’d even had the hots for her dentist. Teenagers were walking hormone monsters. Crushes came and went. They were, by definition, un-serious. Fleeting. Silly. It couldn’t have been such a big deal. Certainly not something that would keep them from being close now.
And even if Rita was right, what did the past matter now? They were different people, and that didn’t have to be a bad thing.
Mia caught sight of her reflection in a freezer door. In a T-shirt and leggings and a messy bun, her days of being anyone’s crush were long over. She tried to laugh about it. Tried to find amusement in being a divorcing disaster who’d achieved none of the things she set out to do in life. She ran her hand down her belly, pressing against her greatest disappointment before moving down the aisle.
Tori couldn’t be in a more different place in her life. She was so polished and focused. She probably dated successful, put-together women who had their shit figured out. Women who didn’t jump between the twin undesirables of lost or crying. Despite that, she was sure that Tori still wanted to be friends with her.
Friends.
The term settled in her chest like a spreading warmth. That’s what they were becoming again, wasn’t it? They’d found their rhythm before the past’s complications arose. Falling back into sync like no time had passed at all.
Determination straightened her spine when she pushed her mostly empty cart around the corner. She wasn’t going to let Tori run away from her again. Not this time.
She fished her cell phone out of her bag, thumbs flying over the screen before she could stop herself.
Mia: Can we talk?
Sitting in the parking lot, trunk holding a sliver of the stuff on her list, Mia jumped when Tori’s response chimed in her hand. The small collection of words set off a string of fireworks in her belly.
Tori: Leaving the office in an hour. Drink? The Ordinary?
Throwing her car into reverse, Mia’s chest expanded with unfettered hope and optimism. They were going to get through this and she was going to have Tori back and everything was going to be fine. Better than fine.
After she rushed home and threw the groceries in the fridge, bags and all, Mia ran straight to the shower. A face mask, curling iron, and concealer doing the Lord’s work later, Mia bolted out of the house again.
In a green and yellow dress, Mia was perspiration free thanks to the sun finally dropping over the horizon. Blasting the AC to stay dry, she calmed herself while she joined the evening rush into the heart of the Gables.
The normally insufferable traffic crawled at an even more maddening pace. She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel, every red light mocking her.
When she finally got to the parking garage, she was twenty minutes late. She didn’t have time to fix the curls she’d styled into the ends of her hair or make sure her mascara hadn’t run. She wanted to look as glossy as Tori, but not as much as she wanted to see her.
Heart pounding faster with every step from the garage to the restaurant, Mia was on the verge of panting when she reached for the heavy wooden door. Inside the restaurant, the noise and chaos of the happy hour crowd melted away as soon as she spotted Tori seated at the bar.
Silky brown hair tucked behind one ear as she looked down at her phone, Tori was a little flicker of light in the darkness.
Mia stopped and the guy walking behind her stumbled into her. She tried to apologize, but a wave of unexpected nerves crashed over her. It made her palms damp and her throat tight and her mouth useless.
And then Tori looked up. She made eye contact with Mia immediately, like she’d sensed her approach in the loud, packed place.
The small, crooked smile that lifted one corner of Tori’s mouth flooded Mia’s unprepared body with intense relief. Everything inside her settled, quieted.
She apologized to the man without looking at him. Barreling forward, Mia didn’t stop until she was standing in front of her.
“Hi—”
“I’m sorry,” Mia blurted before she could think it through. She didn’t care about why they’d fought. Didn’t care if she wanted to keep her old secrets. All she wanted was Tori back, whatever the cost.
Tori hesitated for an infinitesimal moment. A pounding heartbeat. A held breath. And then her shoulders dropped and the grin Mia had startled away was back.
“I’m sorry too,” Tori replied, color rushing up her throat and over her slim cheeks. “I don’t really know how we got⁠—”
“Who cares,” Mia interrupted, chest buzzing.
She lunged forward and pulled Tori into the tightest hug she’d ever given. She was clinging to driftwood in an angry sea. A sea that calmed as soon as she inhaled Tori’s scent and dove into the steady current of her embrace.
“You know… That was our first fight,” Mia said while she clutched Tori, wishing she never had to lose the safety of her arms around her.
“What?” Tori’s body shook when she laughed.
Without whining, even though she wanted to, Mia released her from her grip when Tori pulled away. “In honor of our first, we should order bubbly to celebrate.”
Tori leaned back, her expression dubious. “No, it can’t be.”
Mia slid onto the stool next to her and signaled for the bartender. “Okay, fine. Name another time we’ve so much as had a disagreement.”
Confidence was the steel in Mia’s spine and the smile on her lips. She ordered a bottle of overpriced champagne and tried to tamp down the giddy exuberance making her fingers tremble.
“Have you forgotten the great Team Edward/Team Jacob war of 2008?” Tori tried and failed to look serious.
Mia laughed. “In retrospect, I’m going to guess you didn’t really care all that much about Edward.”
Bottom lip sliding between her teeth, Tori was somewhere between bashful and unapologetic.
“Team Bella?” Mia guessed.
Tori laughed and then squinted so adorably, Mia had to stop herself from squeezing her face.
“Oh, come on. Are you not going to tell me?” Mia’s entire body was alive with the thrill of this game. Of being back in Tori’s light.
“Team Rosalie,” Tori admitted after the ice bucket holding their bottle arrived.
“Rosalie?” Mia couldn’t hide her surprise. “Wasn’t she kind of an asshole?”
Tori took the bottle before the bartender could and poured two flutes. “Rosalie never wasted time pretending. She knew what she wanted, and she didn’t care if people didn’t like it.”
Clinking their glasses together, Mia held Tori in her gaze when she pressed the glass to her lips. A single sip couldn’t make her drunk, but she was floating a foot above her body. Her mind altered when she couldn’t look away from Tori. Her heart was pounding an escape route out of her mouth when she asked, “And what did you want, Tori?”
Tori’s eyes widened. Her lips parted like she might answer. Mia couldn’t breathe while the moment trapped between past and present stretched between them.
“Are we hungry, ladies?” The bartender’s voice was a cold rush over Mia’s sweltering skin.
She didn’t look away from Tori when she smirked. Mia spoke in a borrowed voice when she replied, “Starving.”



Fifteen
Despite her dark sunglasses, the sun beamed directly into Tori’s retinas while she sat in grid-locked traffic. Lack of sleep and two bottles of champagne had left her with a dull headache and roiling stomach.
All but parked on the bridge connecting the mainland to Key Biscayne, Tori drifted into her memories, back to the night before. To drinking too much, laughing too hard, and being the last ones to leave the restaurant.
She couldn’t remember a single thing they’d said, but Tori’s chest was still buzzing with the lingering thrill. It sounded so stupid to compare Mia’s proximity to a drug, but she didn’t know how else to describe it. Couldn’t think of any other substances that were addictive and destructive but felt so good the risks burned away unheeded.
Inching forward, Tori bit back the ridiculous smile that kept trying to sputter to life on her face. Her skin was still a live wire everywhere Mia had casually touched her. Her hands, her arms, her legs, her shoulders. She wanted to close her eyes and indulge in the memory, but traffic crawled again.
God, she was so pathetic. And because the universe wanted to remind her just how much of a simp for Mia she was cursed to be, her phone rang. The sight of Mia’s name on her Jeep’s display resurrected the ridiculous smile.
“You’re the only person under seventy who just calls people, you know,” Tori said instead of hello.
“Yeah, yeah. Our generation is supposed to be terrified of the phone. How boring. I say let’s fear fascism and people who use speakerphone in public.”
Tori laughed, the pain in her head easing. “What?”
“I don’t know. I’ve been up since sunrise enclosed in the bathroom with bottles of Fabuloso and Comet⁠—”
The thought of Mia having created a chemical bomb made Tori’s heart lurch. “Are you kidding? That’s toxic as hell! Open a window⁠—”
Mia’s chuckle stopped Tori’s worry spiral. “Are you fucking with me?”
“Or bringing you cheer. Where the hell are you? Your location has been on the bridge for like⁠—”
“Since when am I sharing my location with you?” Tori wanted to pick up her phone and check whether Mia was full of shit, but traffic was moving just enough that she didn’t risk sparing a glance.
“Umm, since you went to the bathroom last night and I shared it with myself. I shared mine too, so don’t be a weirdo about it,” she replied like she was already bored with the topic. “Don’t you want to know where I am? If I get kidnapped by aliens? Case in point, are you being held captive by rogue merfolk?”
“Merfolk?” Tori’s laugh was high pitched from surprise. “Are you okay? What other incredibly hazardous chemicals have you ingested?”
“I don’t know about hazardous. How much caffeine is in an entire cafetera of espresso?”
“Good Lord,” Tori breathed. “You should be studied in a lab.”
“I’m very impressive,” Mia joked. “Are you going to tell me where the hell you’re going?”
Tori had never felt more awake in her life. Her quads twitched as if primed to run across the bridge. She could sprint a marathon and still be ready for more.
“I never consented to electronic surveillance,” she said, hands gripping the steering wheel and gaze darting to the rearview. “How did you even know my passcode?”
“Electronic surveillance,” Mia scoffed. “You’re so dramatic.” She chuckled. “Overbearing and suffocating is how we show love. Don’t be culturally insensitive to my people. And it’s not my fault you haven’t picked a new code in all these years.”
Tori’s untamable smile was going to be murder on her TMJ. She laughed. “Did you learn something from a DNA kit you haven’t told me? Otherwise, we come from the same Cuban people, Maria.”
“Oh my God, Victoria! Why won’t you answer this question? Do you moonlight as a mob boss? A confidential informant? What kind of real estate agent acts like they’re in witness protection?”
Tori’s chest unlocked. Her sternum cracked open, her lungs unfurling for the deepest breath she’d ever taken. She’d missed Mia for fourteen years and now she was somehow back and it was like they’d never missed a beat. Never been apart.
“I’m pretty sure I told you last night⁠—”
“I was fabulously drunk,” Mia interrupted. “Remind me.”
Stomach soaring, Tori switched lanes. “Why do I feel like you’re trying to compare my statements for accuracy?”
“Confidential informant. Final answer.”
Tori laughed before putting Mia out of her misery. “I’m touring a medical plaza in Key Biscayne.”
“Why?”
The sound of running water followed Mia’s question. Tori imagined her standing at the kitchen sink. Knew exactly what she looked like leaning forward, a light flush on her cheeks and the hair that had escaped her bun dropping over her face.
“Because it’s my job?” Tori raised her brows as if Mia were in the car with her.
“Are you buying or selling it?”
Tori laughed. “Why?”
“I want to learn about your job. Jesus. Is that really so suspicious?” Mia shut the water off. “Will you have time to pick up something to wear to Daniela’s wedding this weekend?”
“I’m sorry. Were those two statements connected?”
“We talked about it last night. How you weren’t going to make me go to the wedding all by myself.” Mia lied so obviously, Tori couldn’t help but laugh.
“Pretty sure I would have remembered that if it happened.” Tori saw a gap between two cars just wide enough to wedge between with only minimal honking in response.
“Oh, come on. Don’t make me go alone.” Mia seamlessly switched to begging.
“You won’t be alone.” Tori stated what they both knew. “You’ve stayed friends with these people all this time⁠—”
“Yeah, but they’re not you,” Mia replied like that was an explanation in itself. “And I’m going to be the only one without a date.”
“Oh, it’s a date now?” Tori’s heart fluttered up to her throat, but she swallowed it back down. Tori knew Mia wasn’t using the term seriously, but her heart was a slow learner. “I don’t think I’ll have time to take my tux to the cleaners.”
“You own a tuxedo?” Mia gasped. “Shut up. Are you serious?” she added with a burst of excitement.
“I do,” Tori responded without adding that she’d only worn it once when she was in a friend’s wedding party years earlier.
“Fuck, that’s hot,” Mia murmured before barreling into her next thought. “Alright, well. Now you don’t have any excuse not to take me. I’m getting my hair⁠—”
“I don’t need an excuse, Mia.” Tori grinned with her bottom lip between her teeth before she cleared her throat. “I’m a grown ass woman. I can just say I don’t want to go.”
“And when I’m back in Philadelphia and you miss me soooo much, you’re going to remember this moment and wished you’d agreed to go with me to a little wedding⁠—”
“Oh, Daniela is having a little wedding?” Tori shook her head without commenting on Mia’s abuela-level guilting skills. “The girl who celebrated turning fifteen by throwing her own concert full of C-List pop stars? Yes, I do remember her being famously low-key.”
“Yup. Just a laid back, beachside wedding.” Mia played along, voice detached and feigning disinterest. “That just happens to be held at a nothing-special, five-star Bal Harbor hotel.”
“Nothing special. Got it.” Tori caught a glimpse of her own forehead in the rearview and decided to ignore how red she was.
“So, you’ll come with me?” Mia’s tone was bare and earnest. “After you’re finished buying and or selling a medical plaza?”
The soft contours of Mia’s voice sent Tori’s stomach into free-fall. With every climb further up the mountain of a bad idea, she was setting herself up for a greater fall. She should say no, but she couldn’t even pretend to consider it. Maybe she was already too high up for another step to matter. If she was plummeting anyway—if she’d hit terminal velocity—what was the point of denying herself what she wanted?
“Maybe,” Tori said, knowing she was hooked.
“I already put your name on our gift,” Mia said, her smile audible. “We got them a badass set of steak knives.”
“What if I had said no?” Tori challenged.
“Then you’d seem very generous.” Mia laughed. “Getting people a gift without so much as a sliver of chicken cordon bleu in exchange. Pick me up at six on Saturday?”
Tori sighed then chuckled. “You’re the worst.”
“You love me.”
Fuck if I don’t already know that.



Sixteen
Mia stared at herself in the full-length mirror behind the bedroom door and doubted her choice. She’d been indecisive while standing in the dressing room. In nothing but a strapless bra and Spanx up to her damn eyebrows, Mia had allowed the pushy sales lady to convince her she was making the right choice.
The lighting in her bedroom wasn’t as kind as that in the store. The off-the-shoulder, dark green gown didn’t look as elegant as it had that morning. She hadn’t resembled a freaking thumb in the store.
Mia stood in front of the open closet, gaze bouncing between two pairs of heels. Both nude. One a reasonable little pump she’d be able to wear all night. And the other, a spiked and considerably sexier option she’d be lucky to endure for twenty minutes before snapping an ankle.
Barefoot and undecided, she meandered into the bathroom. She’d paid too much for a simple updo and now her professionally applied makeup seemed over the top. She doubted herself. Doubted what Tori would think of her. What she would say.
A ringing doorbell forced Mia to make a choice. She grabbed the deathtraps because they made her four inches taller. That they also made her ass look fantastic was a bonus.
With clammy hands, she smoothed down her dress where it was gathered on one side to hide a plethora of sins. Should she have gone for the black dress? The damn sales lady had been so insistent that this one brought out the green in her eyes, but now, Mia wasn’t so sure.
Ugh, damn it. Whatever.
She charged for the front door and flung it open, completely unprepared for Tori on the other side. Speechless for too many seconds to play it cool, she gawked at Tori.
In a three-piece tuxedo that looked hand-tailored to her strong body, Tori had gone without a shirt or tie. The deep plunge created by the vest showed off so much cleavage it was obvious Tori wasn’t wearing a bra. Flushed with jealousy and something that made her scalp sweat, Mia’s eyes widened.
“Ready?” Tori’s slicked back hair showcased her dark eyes and made them look radiant.
Captivated, Mia’s mouth dropped open, hanging for several seconds before she managed to make sounds. “Are you fucking kidding me with this?” It wasn’t what Mia had meant to say, but her insides were a confused tangle of emotions she couldn’t name—emotions she didn’t have a reference for.
Tori laughed, obviously taking Mia’s disbelief as a compliment. “Should I change⁠—”
“Don’t you dare.” Mia grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her inside. “Even if you’re going to make all of us choke on our jealousy.”
“What?” Tori chuckled, closing the door behind her.
Mia gestured vaguely at Tori’s body. She had to know she looked unbelievable. When Tori replied with a guilty grin, Mia started for the kitchen counter where she’d left her clutch and phone.
Standing in the foyer with her hands in the pockets of her slim-fit trousers, Tori had the nervous energy of a teen picking up their prom date. Mia gripped her clutch until the crystal beads were digging into her palm.
“You’re going to make us take a picture before we go, aren’t you?” Tori’s attention was on the phone Mia was holding too tightly.
“Yeah,” Mia breathed but she couldn’t force her brain and body to fuse back together.
Her mind jumped back in time, rewriting history as it went. What would have happened if Tori had confessed that she liked girls before prom? If she’d told her she had a crush on her? If they’d gone to the dance together?
An unintentional cliché, Mia had slept with her boyfriend for the first time after prom. Just to make the whole thing doubly trite, she hadn’t slept with anyone else before then.
She’d never believed in purity culture and virginity had always seemed like a social construct, but it was only after she’d slept with him that she realized she wasn’t ready. That she’d thought about the fun without knowing sex would make her feel so vulnerable.
She hadn’t known to communicate what she wanted. So when her boyfriend got dressed and strode out of their hotel room to rejoin his friends getting drunk by the pool, she hadn’t asked him to stay. She hadn’t really said much of anything before, during, or after.
Instead, she’d taken a shower and put on her sweats and left for Tori’s room a few floors above hers. Tori and a bunch of girls shared a suite, and Mia still remembered her bone-deep regret that she hadn’t stayed with them.
Feeling exposed, Mia had let Tori abandon her game of beer pong. Let her stop having a good time to take her to the adjoining bedroom and slip under the covers with her. Had she been selfish?
She hadn’t told Tori about the sex. Acting like the little spoon for once, Mia hadn’t spoken a single word while lying in Tori’s arms. Why hadn’t she said anything?
Tori hadn’t asked why she was so quiet, but Tori never pushed her into anything. She always let Mia set the tone. And even though she never said anything out loud, Mia could always tell Tori hadn’t liked any of the guys she dated.
Would Mia have said something if she’d known it was going to be the last time they’d ever be together like that? One of the last times they’d speak before Tori cut her off?
Rather than regret not sharing the moment with Tori, a different thought returned. It gnawed at her belly and clawed at her chest. What if she’d gone to prom with Tori? Not as friends but for real.
Would it have been different with Tori? Even before she’d fully formed the question, her mind screamed with a resolute YES. Nothing ever felt as real as when she experienced it with Tori. She made colors more vibrant, music louder, laughter deeper. Tori was like salt and sunlight—the most necessary things that were most noticeable in their absence.
Tori would not have left her underwhelmed by the experience. Not with how intense Mia’s feelings were. The ones she’d never noticed were so unusual between friends.
“You okay?” Tori asked, perfect brows furrowed, the amusement gone from her glossy lips.
“Yeah, fine,” she lied, phone in hand. “Picture?”
Tori’s shoulders relaxed, but her expression didn’t change. God, why did Tori have to feel every ripple in Mia’s mood? Mia barely knew what the hell she was feeling. There was no way she could put it into words.
“Are you⁠—”
“You trying to get out of commemorating our reunion, Cruz?” Mia joked, hoping Tori would let her slip away without pressing her.
Tori responded with a resigned smile. “Far be it from me...”
After rigging a makeshift tripod, they posed near the front door because the rest of the house was a disaster. While Mia tried to remember how to take more than shallow breaths, Tori shot her an unreadable, but vaguely mischievous, glance.
“I guess because I’m in a suit and still a hair taller than you despite the stilts”—Tori moistened her lips—“I go in the back?”
“Who needs gender norms?” Mia turned, sliding her hands up Tori’s arms before resting them on her shoulders.
The tuxedo fabric was starched but soft beneath Mia’s touch. She stepped in closer. Close enough to get high on Tori’s dark and spicy perfume. When Tori’s hands found her waist, Mia felt her touch everywhere. Tori’s grip was light and unsure until she well and truly held her, and Mia closed her eyes.
Mia wanted to exist in the moment. To let the unspoken potential of a brewing storm build without having to see the aftermath. And then Tori was leaning in. Mia knew it by the seismic shift in her body. Knew it by the warm breath she could almost imagine landing against her parted lips.
Heart rocketing, Mia’s head swam and her stomach clenched. She almost felt the kiss. Almost felt Tori’s soft lips and centering touch. At the imagined contact, her body temperature soared, making her skin sweaty and claustrophobic. She wanted to peel off her clothes and dive into the pool with Tori right behind her. Wanted to know what this was without having to talk about it. Without ruining it or chasing it away.
And then Tori’s voice was low and soft against the shell of her ear. “You planning on taking that picture telepathically?”
Eyes fluttering open, Mia was disoriented. Her unkissed lips tingled with the ache of absence. With overwhelming hunger. “What?” she breathed.
Tori’s eye makeup was so dark it made her irises look like amber. Bright brown and holding the secrets of the universe, they trapped Mia in place, immortalized her for all time like a hapless Neolithic insect in a gemstone tomb.
“The picture,” Tori said, voice distant like she felt the same unstoppable urge tearing at Mia’s good sense.
“It was on a timer,” she said, vaguely aware of having set it.
“You sure?” Tori cocked her head to the side before releasing her and walking to the phone.
Unsure she could trust her knees not to buckle if she moved, Mia stayed put. Tori looked down at the phone. The rise and fall of her chest revealed her slow, deep breath. Mia felt every nanosecond of Tori’s breathing like she’d accidentally consumed psychedelics somewhere along her errands. She tasted her inhale like colors and heard her exhale like sunrise.
“You were right,” Tori said, but Mia had already forgotten what they were talking about. She was too consumed with the unbearable weight of almost.



Seventeen
Sweat dripped down Tori’s back when she stepped off the dance floor. The Fireball shot Daniela had guilted everyone into taking with her was still burning in her chest as she looked around. Packed, the reception hall was half class reunion. Girls Tori hadn’t seen in over a decade hugged her and bombarded her with questions and made her feel welcome.
Tori wished she was taller while she scanned the room, music pounding against her ears. She’d expected to see Mia gloating after Tori voluntarily participated in the Macarena. To be brimming with I-told-you-it-would-be-fun-to-see-old-friends energy. But when Tori broke free from Daniela’s sweaty hug, Mia was nowhere to be found.
On the hunt for a bottle of water, Tori told herself wherever Mia was, she was not her problem to fix. She shouldn’t be wondering why Mia had been acting off since she picked her up hours earlier. Why she’d been uncharacteristically quiet.
Was it the divorce? Her detachment hadn’t felt like grief, but maybe⁠—
Nope. Not my place to ask. We’re just casual friends while she’s in town.
Tori felt the lie like a pinched nerve in her back. She straightened, gave up the self-inflicted rouse, and went to look for Mia.
While she walked through the crowd, rounded the mostly empty tables surrounding the dance floor, and checked the bathrooms, she thought about everything weighing on Mia’s shoulders. Tori had never experienced the loss of a parent, but she imagined the gaping hole losing her own mother would leave in her chest.
Grief, the internet had told Tori, was a strange and nonlinear thing. Mia’s ups and downs were apparently very common. Even having a good time could trigger guilt and sadness.
Tori’s stomach heaved. She heard Mia crying in her office and at home. Imagined her holed up somewhere alone to let it out. Tori’s legs moved faster. They carried her all over the exclusive beachfront hotel until she left the cordoned off reception space and found Mia sitting at an empty bar, staring out into an ocean too dark to see at night.
“Mia?” Tori called out over the rushing of waves. It was going to rain again. The smell of an impending shower was heavy in the air. A thick humidity that would only break when the storm arrived.
At the sound of her name, Mia turned her head. Tori didn’t bother pretending she wasn’t going to take her shoes off and walk across the sand in tailored Dior.
“What are you doing out here?” Tori asked when she reached Mia, her fair skin flushed and her eyes glossy.
“I don’t know,” she replied in something of a sigh.
Tori had expected Mia to make a joke. To deflect. The vulnerable honesty only made her want to pull Mia in and protect her from her own sadness. There was nothing Tori wouldn’t do to chase it away.
Relying on an old tactic, Tori eyed the unattended bar. She looked between the bottle of tequila and Mia until Mia smiled.
“I must really look like a sad sack for you to suggest tequila of your own volition,” she said with a smile igniting her heartbreakingly beautiful face.
“Desperate times call for reckless measures,” Tori decided before peeling off her jacket. She hung it carefully over the back of the bar stool before jumping over the counter to Mia’s outward delight.
“Did you just commit a crime?” Mia covered her mouth, but her smile was etched on every inch of her skin.
Tori reached for the bottle of tequila and found two tall shot glasses. “I better not get arrested. I wouldn’t last in prison.”
“Yeah, right.” Mia laughed. “You’d be running that bitch with prompt efficiency.”
Instead of arguing, Tori poured their drinks. Glass in hand, she doubted the wisdom of her actions and her stomach burned in advance. “I’ve taken more shots in one night than I have in, like, twelve years.”
Mia stared down at her glass. “It’s going to hurt like hell tomorrow, isn’t it?”
“Oh, don’t start considering consequences now,” Tori teased before picking up her shot. “To ride-shares,” she joked and clinked Mia’s drink.
Mia smiled, eyes trained on Tori. “To second chances.”
Three shots later, Tori was drunk and walking toward one of the hotel’s cabanas on the dark beach. There weren’t any signs warning them away from the small structures covered in white linen, so Tori plopped down at the edge of a chaise lounge barely big enough for two.
The ocean breeze on her slick skin was the best thing she’d ever experienced. High heels in hand, Mia laid on the lounger next to her like Cleopatra posing for a portrait.
“I don’t know how you can walk in those,” Tori said while rolling down her pant legs.
“Oh, it’s easy,” Mia said before setting her shoes on a little side table. “I can’t.”
Tori laughed, and before she could say anything else, Mia’s hand was on her bare arm.
“Lie with me?” she asked in such a small voice, Tori couldn’t deny her even if she wanted to. And she didn’t want to.
As soon as Tori was lying on her back, Mia curled in at her side. It didn’t matter that a lifetime had passed them by. That they were in fancy clothes at an extravagant wedding rather than in sweats in Mia’s room. They fit together like they always had. Reflexively, Tori curled her arm around Mia when she rested her head on Tori’s shoulder.
“Is this okay?” Mia’s voice was unsure, nervous, small.
Tori absorbed the question. She could pretend it wasn’t okay. Pretend that she didn’t still crave Mia’s touch. Pretend that she hadn’t already relapsed.
Squeezing her, Tori signaled her consent. Mia relaxed into her like she’d been waiting for Tori’s permission to unclench her entire body. Mind hazy, Tori drowned in the sensation of Mia tucked into her nook. In the warming from the inside out she hadn’t experienced since the last time they’d done this.
“When did you get so good at picking out clothes?” Mia asked, fingers skimming the edge of Tori’s vest. Her touch left a trail of heat along Tori’s skin and brought her back from nearly falling asleep.
Tori’s chuckle was little more than a rumble in her throat. “Things change when we grow up,” she murmured, tempted to close her eyes again and drift away. In her life, she’d never slept more soundly than with Mia.
“There’s something to be said about some things staying the same,” Mia said like she was talking about more than fashion sense.
The breeze turned cooler seconds before it rained. Shielded in the cabana, Tori shook her head. “Who plans a wedding in Miami in August? It’s, like, guaranteed to rain.”
“At least it’s not a hurricane.” Mia fidgeted with the last button on Tori’s vest. “And I think rain is romantic,” she decided after a beat. “Like a clean slate, you know? Like a blessing from some ancient goddess whose name we’ve forgotten.”
If Mia was resurrecting dead religions, she was in an even weirder place than Tori guessed. “Do you want to talk about it?” She ran her open palm over Mia’s lower back in soothing circles.
“I don’t want to sell the house,” Mia confessed like she’d endured hours of grueling torture before giving up her secret.
Tori breathed a laugh. “Yeah, I know. No one takes that long to clear out a house. I’m not sure you don’t have more stuff than when you started.”
Mia laughed, the bright sound joining the rhythmic melody of rain on canvas.
“We can talk about other options when my brain isn’t soaked in booze.” She let her hand roam over Mia’s hip. “But you don’t have to sell it if you don’t want⁠—”
“I’m not divorced yet,” Mia blurted.
Tori’s eyes snapped open. Instinctively, she let her hand drop away from Mia and land on the cushion. “What?” Her stomach morphed into a cold pang even though it shouldn’t make a difference. Mia being married had no impact on Tori’s life, and yet jealousy and disappointment did a weird jig in her gut anyway. “Are you hoping to reconcile⁠—”
“No.” Mia sat up like she needed Tori to look into her eyes when she spoke. Like it mattered what Tori thought about her marital status. “It’s just a matter of signing the papers.” In the low light, Tori couldn’t see the details of Mia’s face, but she felt her gaze burning into her. “Our relationship died long before we called it. It’s very over,” she said like she was begging Tori to believe her.
“Okay, so is it like a financial thing?” Tori sat up, wishing she wasn’t so drunk.
Mia shook her head. “I guess… If I’m forced to look at it… I guess it’s an emotionally depleted and paralyzed by overwhelm thing.”
“And avoiding it is the only way you can cope with the other stuff?” Tori reached over and took Mia’s hand to stop her from picking at her cuticles. When Mia interlaced their fingers, the last of Tori’s defenses melted away.
“Why didn’t you just tell me that?” Tori ran her thumb gently over Mia’s hand.
“You mean why didn’t I tell you, the human who has fully figured out life, that my life is an unattractive dumpster fire?” She tipped her head to the side. “Gee, I have no idea.”
Tori shook her head. “Mia, no one has life figured out. If you want to talk⁠—”
“Actually,” Mia interrupted her, voice soft like the syllables were heavy. “Can I just take a break from processing? Just a tiny one?”
Before Tori could answer, Mia shifted, gripping her wrist and tugging her back down onto the lounger. Tori barely had time to register the movement before Mia was curled against her again, pressing in close like she needed the warmth despite the balmy night, like she needed her.
Somewhere in her rational mind, Tori knew this would hurt later, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She wanted to indulge in the high even if the hangover kicked her in the teeth tomorrow.
“I just want to feel this with you,” Mia murmured against Tori’s collarbone, her words an incantation putting Tori back into her trance. Putting a willing Tori under her thrall.
Fuck it. Without an ounce of resistance, Tori closed her eyes and listened to Mia’s breathing tangle with the sound of the rain and the crush of the ocean.



Eighteen
Mia spent the day after Daniela’s wedding feeling frozen in place. She’d never been so aware that she was standing on a precipice. One wrong move and she was going to send pebbles tumbling over the edge right before she fell on the jagged rocks below. With a groan at her own melodrama, Mia stepped into the shower.
Since waking up with a killer hangover, Mia had thought of nothing but Tori. She couldn’t eat. Couldn’t hold down water. Couldn’t shake the overwhelming sense that she had a choice to make. That she was tiptoeing on a razor’s edge and she was going to have to step off. Leap.
Working shampoo onto her scalp, Mia tried to make sense of the present. To find clarity in all the chaos in her head. She’d only been in Miami a couple of weeks, and it had been a breathless whirlwind since she landed.
She closed her eyes while she rinsed her hair and acknowledged that the only time the tornado stopped twisting was when she was with Tori. It had always been like that. For as long as she could remember, being with Tori had always brought an incredible sense of peace. A calm she couldn’t replicate with anything else.
Was that it? Mia laid her heart out for examination, forcing herself to study every imperfect chamber and damaged valve. Objectively, her life was a mess. Divorcing and grief-stricken and lost in so many ways. Tori, though—she was bright and polished and vibrant. Was Mia clinging to her like a drowning victim, too desperate to realize she was pulling her rescuer under the surface too?
Mia’s sore stomach heaved. It didn’t feel like that’s what she was doing, but could she be sure? Could she trust she wasn’t running to Tori because she made her feel good and whole and herself? That she wanted to spend every waking moment with her because it was the only time her mind was still and her heart close to healed?
With brutal honesty, Mia acknowledged she loved the way being with Tori made her feel. No one ever looked at her like she was the only person in the room the way Tori did. But it was so much more than that.
Mia lived for making Tori laugh. For being the reason her well-guarded dimples cut into her gorgeous face. Mia’s pride burned hot enough to melt sinew and bone when Tori remembered her power and went for what she wanted. The fierce need to protect her, to shelter her from pain, lived in Mia’s marrow.
A new piece in her distressingly incomplete puzzle came into focus. Tori was always holding herself back. Afraid to push. Scared to be wrong.
Mia’s mind went back to her conversation with Rita. To the little slip she’d been trying to downplay for days. To the crush.
She reached for the shaving cream and slathered her leg before propping her foot on the edge of the tub. Things would be so much easier if she could just tell Tori what Rita had said without causing conflict between them. Easier, too, if she could pull everything out of Tori at once and lay it all out for inspection. But Tori was exasperatingly secretive.
Mia smiled to herself and reached for the razor. Bouncing to their last phone conversation, she thought of Tori living a secret double life. If there was anyone who could work for some shadowy, clandestine organization and never give away a single clue, it was Tori.
Her smile evaporated when she leaned forward, her whole brain throbbing. The hangover reminded her of the night before. Of being paralyzed by indecision. She’d wanted to tell Tori what was building inside her—something fragile and real. But she’d been too afraid. Afraid that naming it would mean losing Tori again.
Mia stopped and examined another truth. She’d wanted to kiss Tori at the door, while dancing, while curled up together at the beach. It was insane and dangerous and true. Would she still want that if she didn’t know Tori was gay? If Daniela hadn’t told her that all their friends thought they’d been secretly dating?
The memory hit like a wave, carrying Mia back to when Tori was in her bed. She still felt the electric thrill of Tori’s skin. Felt her own chest ignite as Tori's breathing slowed under her fingertips while they swept along her spine.
Desire Mia hadn’t felt in years roared to unexpected life. She’d had other good friends then and never once had they ever touched like that. Never had she craved another friend’s time and attention and affection the way she did Tori’s. She hadn’t even been as jealous with Eric as she’d been with Tori—as she still was.
What the hell does that mean?
Since separating from Eric, Mia had had plenty of romantic offers. Attractive ones. The hospital was a small place where gossip was concerned, and as soon as word spread that she and Eric were over, all kinds of people asked her out. Not one of them had made her want to puke in the same exquisite way she wanted to hurl just then.
Mia chuckled to herself. She was losing it. What a compliment she was going to give Tori: Hey, you make me feel like I have food poisoning, but like, in a good way. Wanna go out with me?
Pressing her forehead to the warm tile, she let the water wash away half her shaving cream. If only she could ask for Tori’s advice. If she could know—before setting fire to a relationship she so desperately wanted back—whether Tori still had any feelings left for her. If she’d even be willing to figure out what this connection was between them.
The irony was an unmissable firework display going off in Mia’s face and making her eyes ache. All she could think about was Tori struggling with her feelings all alone. Had she confided in anyone at the time? Maybe freaking Ashley Mora.
Gritting her teeth, Mia finished shaving her legs and got out of the shower. She couldn’t stop wondering what would have happened if Tori had come out to her all those years ago. Mia hadn’t thought about going further than drunk kissing other girls in college, but she also had never thought about her own sexual identity. She’d just moved through the world as expected and never questioned it.
If Tori had led her to consider that there were options, what would she have done? Mia pulled on a pair of leggings and a soft gray T-shirt. She grabbed Tori’s varsity jacket from the closet and buried her face in the collar.
The jacket didn’t smell like Tori anymore, but she remembered when it did. Remembered how much she loved to wear it. How Tori would periodically spray her perfume on it for her. A new thing she’d forgotten slammed into her mind. On nights when they couldn’t sleep together, Tori used to spray Mia’s pillow with her perfume.
Eyes snapping open, Mia’s embattled stomach dropped. Was that gay as hell? She was jealous, obsessed with Tori’s touch, her voice, her smile, her smell, the way her nose wrinkled when she didn’t like something, the veins in her hands, the way her hair fell across her pillow.
Fuck me. No wonder Daniela thought we were boning.
Sick of thinking in circles, Mia accepted an unfortunate and terrifying thought. She wasn’t going to be able to figure this out on her own. There was only one way forward and that was a two-way conversation.
Hands suddenly trembling, Mia reached for the phone on her bedside table. Before she second-guessed herself, she opened her texts. She could, in one fell swoop, destroy any hope of their friendship. But secrets had torn them apart before. She couldn’t let it happen again.
Thumbs hovering over the screen, Mia didn’t know how to put anything into words. Instinct sent her outside where she found the old ladder in the shed. In a daze and Tori’s jacket, Mia climbed onto the pool house roof without breaking her neck.
In a rush of nerves and dehydration, she took a photo of the sky and sent it. A second later, she sent the best text she could manage: Come over? Please?
The response came sooner than Mia anticipated.



Nineteen
After an unusually low-contact day from Mia, Tori was trying not to overthink. Trying not to obsess over what the hell was going on with her. Mia rarely withdrew when something was wrong, or at least she hadn’t before. She normally projectile- expelled all her thoughts.
But now she was eerily quiet—and had been ever since Tori picked her up for Daniela’s wedding. Tori was sure Mia was dealing with something, and she couldn’t control the unbearable urge to know what.
Curled up on her couch and pretending to watch a true crime documentary, Tori considered how going to a wedding while getting divorced must feel. It had been Mia’s idea to skip the ceremony and go to the reception. Was it because she couldn’t stand to watch a couple swear to forever?
Did it remind Mia of her own wedding day? Did it make her miss her estranged husband? Jealousy Tori couldn’t suppress fast enough twisted in her gut. She resisted thinking of Mia in a white dress and focused on the stupid show.
Her smartwatch buzzed with a text. On the small screen, the dark image was hard to see. As soon as she reached for her phone, her heart dropped out of her body and plummeted several stories to the ground below.
The photo of the night sky with the top of a mango tree creeping into the frame could only come from one place. Tori’s throat went dry and her pulse thrummed in her neck.
Come over.
Tori read Mia’s words over and over until they lost all meaning. Until her vision doubled. Everything in Tori wanted to reply with a single word. Why?
A parade of whys assaulted Tori and pushed to break from their nearly twenty-year-old cage. Why are you asking me to come over at ten o’clock at night? Why did you keep my jacket and the notes I passed you? Why do you know how to pull me back to you like it’s effortless?
Tori was so sure she shouldn’t go. That she was walking straight into heartbreak with her eyes wide open. That she’d worked so hard to recover from the exact pain she was apparently gagging to feel again. But she couldn’t pretend that she didn’t want to go. That she never grew tired of being with Mia. That, in truth, she never got enough.
Ugh. I am so fucked.
Standing, Tori yanked on the jeans she’d tossed over the couch earlier and asked herself only one question while she walked toward her keys. Why can’t I stop myself from coming when you call?
The answer was an ache in her chest, in the place where Mia had seared her brand into her skin so long ago. Where it still burned red hot, even if all it did was consume itself. An Ouroboros tattooed on her heart, perpetually trapped in its cycle of death and rebirth.
Laboring under Mia’s spell, or her own hopeless stupidity, Tori pulled up to Mia’s driveway. She’d never answered her text, she realized, as soon as she parked next to the old station wagon.
It seemed dumb to reply with an okay, and weird to give her a thumbs up. Instead, Tori walked around to the side gate. She strode into the narrow backyard and skirted the pool.
Wrapped in an artificial calm that bordered on numb, Tori was disconnected from herself as she walked to the pool house. The moment she looked up and saw Mia on the roof, her body betrayed her composure—heart racing and T-shirt sticking to her dampening skin.
“Are you coming up?” Mia’s voice was unusually small and fragile.
In the dark of the moonless night, Tori couldn’t see Mia’s face. Couldn’t read her expression for context. It only added to how disoriented Tori felt. How unmoored.
“Please?” Mia added before Tori could protest about how unwise it was to climb up an old ladder. To find her footing on a pitched roof in the dark.
Tori only noticed her hands were trembling when she reached for the first rung. Only realized her legs were weak when the ladder creaked under her weight. Only accepted she was more afraid of what Mia was going to say than she was of heights when her heart jack-hammered against her ribs.
As soon as she got to the top, tree branches reaching over the roof as if to help her the rest of the way, Mia’s hands appeared in the darkness. Eyes adjusting, Tori looked into her face and found the same expression that had drawn her in a thousand times before. The same gravitational pull that had always made resistance illusory.
“Did you bring me up here to flaunt your crime?” Tori asked with a tremor she wished she could conceal.
Mia looked down at her jacket. The one with Tori’s name and athletic achievements embroidered in the fabric. Mia’s eyes blazed even in the dark.
“It always looked so good on me,” she whispered, a smirk on her lips coming into full relief.
Taking Mia’s hands was muscle memory. Their fingers found each other like they had countless times before, and Tori’s body remembered everything her mind had desperately tried to forget. The way Mia’s touch sent a current up her arm and jolted her heart into racing. How she could make Tori feel like she was flying and falling at once.
Despite her unsteadiness, Tori transitioned onto the roof. She managed to get on her back without slipping off the terracotta tiles, tiles that were significantly more brutal on her body than they’d been when she was a teenager.
Just like the night before, Mia curled in at her side and Tori stopped thinking about physical peril. Scattered stars blinked down at them while Tori struggled to untangle dreams from reality. Wishes from facts.
Could Tori trust she was really there? She could easily have drifted to sleep on the couch. It made more sense that she was in a vivid dream or hallucinating in a damn coma than for Mia to be wrapped around her while the stars watched.
The stars had always been her witnesses. Ancient lights reaching across impossible distances just to illuminate this moment. Tori imagined them as Fates, bent over cosmic looms, weaving and unweaving destinies. How many countless lives had they watched unfold over billions of years? How many hearts had they seen crack open and heal and break again?
Tori couldn’t help but wonder if there was one particularly sadistic watcher in the sky. If she was standing over her cauldron or pyre or sacrifice and composing another break because the first hadn’t been enough.
Mia’s touch roused Tori out of her strange thoughts. Her fingertips traced the inside of Tori’s wrist and followed the small vein that curled around her knuckle. It was barely a graze, but everything with Mia was so amplified, the contact ripped through Tori like an earthquake splitting a continent in two.
Tori’s curiosity fell in the chasm Mia left in her wake. She couldn’t make her dry mouth form the question thrashing in her mind. Couldn’t make herself ask Mia what the hell they were doing there. She almost didn’t care what the answer was, she just needed to understand. Understand her own feelings and Mia’s motivations and how to name the impossible want that was dead-set on making Tori miserable.
“What are you thinking?” Mia asked softly, propping herself up on one elbow and looking down at Tori.
Tori’s attention snagged on the strand of red hair falling over Mia’s cheek. On the curve of her full lips and the unknowable galaxy in her eyes.
“I can always hear you thinking.” Mia’s voice was so soft it sent goosebumps skittering across Tori’s molten skin. And then she ran her fingers through Tori’s hair, pushing it away from her face even though it was already tossed back. “Why did you stop telling me your secrets?”
Mia’s blunt nails against Tori’s scalp made it impossible to think. Impossible to subdue her racing heart or coax her lungs into breathing.
“Why do you want to know everything?” Tori’s response was weak and devoid of conviction. She couldn’t even pretend she had any defenses left.
Mia leaned in closer. Her perfume mixed with the summer night and Tori’s shallow breaths. When Mia moistened her lips, eyes fixed on hers, Tori was lost. She was sixteen again, shivering despite the sticky heat. Frozen in place, she was back to endless want and hopeless desire.
“Because lately I’ve had to learn some pretty critical things about you from other people.” Mia’s fingers found the back of Tori’s neck, her thumb running over Tori’s cheekbone. “Why can’t you talk to me?”
Tori considered the madness of truth. It pushed at her lips, desperate to take an unfettered lungful of air.
“Please?” Mia breathed with her hand in Tori’s hair and her bottom lip trapped between her teeth.
It was Tori’s undoing. The whispered plea would be the end of their friendship. The friendship that had been doomed from the start.
“Because I can’t un-feel this.”
Tori’s confession was a spiked tangle in the back of her throat, but once she started, there was no holding back. The truth had gotten a taste of the light, and it wouldn’t be shoved back into submission. “This constant churning in my chest.” She closed her eyes because looking at Mia was too hard. She didn’t want to see her expression morph into horror. Didn’t want that moment seared into her memory so it could haunt her with precision accuracy.
“This constant hunger. This yearning for something always out of reach.” Tori swallowed hard, but she couldn’t steady herself. Couldn’t stop the emotion stinging the back of her eyes. “Even after all this time. After all these years…”
It was too pathetic to reveal that no one she’d been with had come close to making Tori feel what Mia had. That she couldn’t figure out how to want less. How to stop comparing everyone to an imaginary standard.
Tori saw the keys to her release and clawed at them in the dark. If she couldn’t force herself to stop loving Mia, she could make Mia firebomb the bridge connecting Tori’s heart to hers.
“You coming back here is just a reminder of what my stupid heart wants and I can never have. No matter how hard I try, I can’t⁠—”
“Says who?” Mia’s voice was barely a whisper, but it sent Tori’s eyes springing open.
Vision blurry and jaw so tight that pain shot down her neck, Tori stared at Mia. Mia with her fair skin visibly flushed in the low light. Mia who was looking at her with a furrowed brow and imploring eyes.
Tori’s confusion left her winded. “What?”
“Who says you can’t have what you want?” Mia asked like that made any more sense than her original question. Like she wasn’t just making a bunch of disjointed sounds. Sounds Tori couldn’t process over her hammering pulse.
“Why do you think I’m here, Tori?” Mia’s question was a wisp of sound while Tori’s mind played tricks on her. While she imagined Mia inching closer, dipping her head lower. “Why do you think I’m on this roof? Why do you think I keep trying…”
Tori’s mind betrayed her like it had in high school. It was showing her what she wanted to see rather than what was really there. “What are you saying?”
“Maybe talking is the wrong thing to do with my mouth,” Mia murmured, erasing the inches between them. She hovered over Tori, breath warm and sweet where it landed on her. “Is this okay?”
Stunned, Tori hardly processed the question. Couldn’t process the way Mia was looking at her with hunger etched on her beautiful lips. Couldn’t believe what was happening.
Her pulse broke the sound barrier when it sped up her throat. It was the only part of Tori’s body that wasn’t paralyzed in disbelief. She’d been so sure for so long that she’d never be here; she had spent years convincing herself that she could survive without Mia. How was she supposed to just…say yes?
Distantly aware that she wasn’t dreaming, Tori nodded. And then Mia’s lips were pressed to hers. Lips that were so much softer than she’d imagined. Soft and full and covering hers so completely, Tori couldn’t breathe. Mia’s kiss was hesitant but snapped Tori into mind-altering clarity.
When Mia pulled away, eyes wide and searching Tori for a reaction, Tori broke. She reached up for Mia before she could stop herself from doing the thing she’d wanted for half her life.
Burying her fingers in Mia’s hair, Tori pulled her down to kiss her in earnest. The gentle press of lips exploded into something wild and desperate and achingly real. Mia’s mouth opened above hers with a gasp that Tori swallowed with unabashed greed.
Tori’s imagination paled in comparison to the reality of Mia’s tongue parting her lips and deepening their kiss. To the way Mia made a fist in her hair like she was afraid Tori might disappear. To the little whimper that rumbled in her throat when Tori caught her bottom lip between her teeth.
Need roared through Tori’s body, demanding more. In one fluid motion, she rolled Mia onto her back. She pinned Mia beneath her, chasing the heat, chasing the truth, chasing the fall.
The movement broke their kiss for half a heartbeat—just long enough for reality to slam into Tori. She pulled back, intending to check in with Mia. To make sure she wanted this, make sure she was okay.
Eyes half-lidded, Mia looked up at her, flushed and breathless. Before Tori could speak, Mia surged up to reclaim Tori’s mouth. She kissed her so hard that Tori was sure that she’d busted her lip, even more sure that she’d bleed for Mia any day.
The way Mia claimed her, possessive and sure, was Tori’s undoing. It was like she was the one pouring years of wanting into their kiss. Mouth searing, Mia urged Tori to take more. To take until there was nothing left.
Mia’s hands slipped under her shirt, nails raking across her lower back, sending a sharp, liquid heat straight to Tori’s core. Her touch was everywhere. Every nerve ending, every inch of Tori’s body was alive with it—with her. With Mia.
“Fuck, Tori,” Mia groaned, nails digging into her and pulling her between her parting thighs.
The sound of her name tumbling from Mia’s mouth and dripping with lust was an avalanche of reality. Tori eased out of the kiss, but Mia locked her legs around her to keep her from leaving.
She looked down at Mia and her kiss-swollen lips and flushed skin and gaze smoldering like all she wanted was more. If Tori’s entire body weren’t humming with enough voltage to take down a Grizzly, she wouldn’t believe her lying eyes.
“What are we doing?” Tori panted because there was no way she was going to make sense of Mia’s kiss on her own.
Mia’s attention was on Tori’s mouth when she said, “What I think we would’ve done a long time ago if you hadn’t kept secrets.”
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Mia was unprepared for the way Tori kissed. With nothing but her mouth on hers, she’d dismantled her fiber by fiber. Tori made her feel thoroughly ravaged and painfully desperate with the way she used her tongue. Slow and deep and penetrating, she’d set the pace and Mia was helpless to do anything but follow.
When Tori pulled away to talk, it took all of Mia’s self-control not to whine. Not to beg Tori to keep kissing her until there was nothing left of her but an aching hollow of need. To let her bask in the rush.
“This doesn’t feel real,” Tori confessed against Mia’s famished lips.
Tori held herself over Mia when all Mia wanted was to have Tori’s full weight on her again. Wanted the barrel tiles to dig into her back and Tori to moan into her mouth. But the pleading in Tori’s voice made Mia ignore the shocking amount of arousal making her underwear stick to her body.
“How long have you wanted to kiss me?” Mia asked while tracing the collar of Tori’s T-shirt before drifting up her elegant throat.
At her touch, Tori closed her eyes as if to shut out all her other senses. Her lips parted in invitation when Mia ran her fingers along the back of her neck, and it took all of Mia’s willpower not to lunge for her mouth again.
“I don’t want to make things weird,” Tori replied, eyes half-lidded.
Mia chuckled and made a fist in Tori’s hair. “Tori, for fuck’s sake, I just mauled you.”
Tori bit her bottom lip, head tipping back into Mia’s touch, and Mia forgot how to breathe. Forgot everything but the sharp angle of Tori’s jaw and the way her lips parted like she was waiting for her. Like she was silently begging for Mia to kiss her again.
“You can’t imagine how many nights I stayed awake wondering what would happen if I were brave enough to tell you…”
Mia’s heart raced when Tori’s eyes, brimming with devastating emotion, landed on hers again. “Tell me what?” Mia’s breathless question was barely above a whisper.
Tori shook her head. There was a world locked behind her dark eyes, and Mia would trade anything to be let inside.
“Please, don’t run away from me,” Mia pleaded. “Talk to me.”
Tori’s hesitation was heartbreaking. How could she be so afraid of her? Did she really believe Mia would hurt her on purpose?
Mia held Tori’s face with both hands to stop her from looking away again. “I want to know, Tori. I want to know everything you’re thinking,” she swore. “There’s nothing you could ever say that would push me away. So, please? Don’t shut me out.” She let one hand slide down Tori’s tense jaw and over her neck before pressing the center of Tori’s chest. “I want to know everything happening in here,” she promised with Tori’s racing heart vibrating against her open palm.
“I wanted to tell you,” Tori admitted, entire body trembling like she was truly afraid. Like even now, she feared Mia would shove her off when all she wanted was to bring her closer.
“I’d play out all these scenarios that might happen if I was brave enough to tell you I liked you.” She swallowed hard and shut her eyes tight. “To tell you I had all these feelings I didn’t understand,” she added, voice covered in hairline fractures. Spider cracks on glass.
Mia felt the trembling in Tori’s voice like a fissure in her own chest. Desperate to ease Tori’s doubt, to convince her she wasn’t in mortal danger, Mia sat up. Planting one foot on the roof, she hooked her leg around Tori. Pulling Tori half onto her lap, she circled her arms around her waist and held her as close as the awkward position allowed.
“I’m so sorry I left you so alone with all of this,” Mia whispered when she lifted Tori’s chin so she’d bring her gaze back to her. “I can’t imagine how awful that was.”
When Tori looked at her, eyes brimming with unshed tears, Mia was overcome with an instinctive urge to reach for her sword. To stand between Tori and the fire-breathing dragon in her mind. To slay the monster filling Tori with dread. But all she had were useless hands and an inability to change the past.
“But every time I thought about telling you, I imagined you looking at me like I was a creep just waiting to get out of the friend zone.” She furrowed her brow, silently begging Mia to believe her. “I never wanted you to look at me like I was taking advantage of your friendship because I would never⁠—”
“I know,” Mia promised when Tori’s voice finally broke and a tear rolled down her face. “Tori, I could never think that.” She reached up and wiped it away with her thumb, wishing they weren’t on the stupid roof so she could hold her properly. “You have always been incredible to me.” Mia’s chest ached with desperation. She needed to obliterate Tori’s sadness. Needed to consume it all. “Even if I didn’t want to see where this might go, I would never, ever think of you as anything but perfect.”
“Perfect,” Tori repeated with her stuffy nose and raw throat and tone that screamed yeah right. “I’m not⁠—”
“You’re perfect to me, Tori,” Mia pleaded when she was almost sure she meant perfect for me. “In my life, I’ve never met anyone like you. The way I have missed you all these years⁠—”
“I’m so sorry about how I handled that,” Tori said with a brand-new wave of shame and regret marring her beautiful face. “I’m not proud of how I acted. I never meant to hurt you. I just—my feelings were so intense and I didn’t see any other way out but this total detox.”
Mia bit back the solution that seemed so obvious to her. You could have just told me.
We could have figured it out together.
It wasn’t what Tori needed to hear. Mia understood it was easy for her to say that with the certainty that she’d never reject Tori. Never cast her aside. Even if she didn’t feel a flutter in her stomach at her touch, if she really only had friendship to offer, nothing would have changed. They would have figured out a way forward together. But Tori couldn’t have known that.
“You’re breaking my heart,” Mia whispered, forehead pressed to Tori’s. “I don’t know exactly what I would have said then, but I never would have willingly given you up.” She rubbed slow circles on Tori’s back, hoping to soothe her silent crying. “And we can’t go back no matter how badly I wish we could,” she admitted to herself, too. “But we’re here now, and⁠—”
“And you’re still straight,” Tori interrupted when she pulled away, drying her face with her shirt sleeve while she chuckled.
Mia leaned back, both eyebrows raised. “Umm… I’m pretty sure I just put my whole tongue in your mouth, Victoria.”
“Yeah, but⁠—”
“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure you can’t slap labels on other people,” she teased, reaching for Tori’s hand to interlace their fingers.
Tori’s flushed face turned serious, as if she’d only just realized that Mia had initiated their kiss. “What are you saying?” she asked for once instead of making an assumption.
Mia took a deep breath. She actually had no idea what she was saying, but looking at Tori’s lips, she knew she wanted to kiss her again.
“I don’t normally look at other women and feel things,” she admitted, “but when I’m with you…” She squeezed Tori’s hand and wished there were more words in the English language. Not that she knew how to convey her feelings in her shitty Spanish, either. “No one has ever made me feel what you do. It’s intense and raw.” She shook her head. “I’m such a fucking mess right now, and my feelings for you are, like, trapped in the brambles of all this stuff that has nothing to do with us.”
Tori tried to slip out of her hand. “Mia, you don’t have to⁠—”
Mia responded with a death grip, keeping her in place. “Tori, I need you to hear me when I say this,” she pleaded, chest constricted and stomach heaving with the panic of losing something before she’d held it. “I want more than anything to see what this is.” She squeezed Tori’s hand and channeled the intensity of her conviction into her fixed gaze. “I’m just so afraid to hurt you. And not because I don’t know how strongly I feel about you.” Her heart seized with the memory of so much loss. “Things just break despite my best efforts.” She tried so hard not to cry. “Holding another person’s heart in my chest… I don’t know if I can. Especially yours.”
“Are you just saying that to let me down gently?” Tori’s brows knit together, heavy with open anxiety. Like she couldn’t bring herself to believe this was real.
Instead of snapping that Tori must be nuts, Mia surged forward, pressing Tori onto her back and straddling her waist. She captured Tori’s mouth with hers, trying to drown out the doubt with every kiss. Trying to make Tori understand that her fears had nothing to do with questioning what she felt for Tori and everything to do with the wreckage of her own life.
Tori gripped Mia’s hips. Held her tight. Steadied her. After feeling like a runaway hot-air balloon for so long, Tori’s confident touch was grounding. It made Mia want to run headlong into the feeling, even as she was terrified of ruining it, of crushing it the way a greedy touch could ruin a butterfly’s wing.
“You’re incredible,” Mia whispered against Tori’s mouth before running the tip of her tongue along her full bottom lip to coax her mouth to part. She was hooked on Tori’s kiss. On her incredibly soft lips and sinful tongue and sultry sounds.
Mia pulled back before getting lost in the lust thundering through her body. “You’re so smart and generous and stubborn and loyal and strong and really fucking hot.” Tori’s dark gaze was trained on her like she was going to object, but Mia barreled forward with a lump in her throat and knot in her stomach. “I don’t deserve you. And I’d never forgive myself if I hurt you because things always shatter in my hands no matter what I do.” She couldn’t stop the regret that punched her heart when she confessed, “Because I don’t get to be this kind of happy.”
“Who the hell told you that?” Tori reached for her face with both hands. “Mia, you’re all love and colors and bravery. You’re fierce and funny. How could you think⁠—”
“Tori.” Mia’s voice cracked under Tori’s warm gaze. “I’d never forgive myself if I broke your heart,” she rasped, vision blurring.
Unexpectedly, the corner of Tori’s perfect mouth quirked into a little smile. Like Mia being a disaster was adorable. “Lesser women have come and gone. None of them ever had the power to hurt me.” She pulled Mia down to her mouth, breath warm and lips hypnotic when they grazed hers. “You could ruin me and I’d still beg you to try.”
“Fuck,” Mia groaned against Tori’s mouth before she kissed her again.
Tori’s lips were scorching. Her kiss slow and devastating and unraveling. Mia melted into it, lost to the heat, the pull, the staggering weight of wanting. Tori kissed her like she had imagined this a thousand times before and had perfected the way she’d take Mia apart.
Mia let herself go and thanked the universe for Tori’s overthinking, control-freak, overly attentive nature.
When Tori broke their kiss again, she held Mia close. “Let’s just go slow. We can both try to stop worrying about the future and the past and see what we have now, okay?”
Despite her bone-deep fear of disappointing Tori and losing her all over again, Mia couldn’t stop the selfish desire to know Tori like this. To give the fire roaring in her unworthy chest all the oxygen Tori had to spare.
“Okay,” Mia breathed, then dove into Tori’s kiss again.



Twenty-One
Without a second of sleep, not a single moment, Tori eased into Monday morning rush hour with a grin she continuously tried to suppress. Tried and failed. If her back wasn’t sore and Mia’s lingering perfume weren’t wreaking havoc on her nervous system, she might’ve convinced herself the whole thing had been a dream.
She wanted to close her eyes and drown in the memories of last night. Lose herself in the way Mia’s mouth felt against hers. The way the sunrise had revealed the green in her eyes, her kiss-swollen lips, the faint freckles tossed across her nose. But with traffic crawling around her, Tori forced herself to focus on the road.
Even with dark sunglasses on, the sun was brighter than it had ever been in Tori’s entire life. She couldn’t find the will to be annoyed. She’d trade irritated eyes for Mia’s kiss any day. Laughing to herself because she was definitely living in some vivid fantasy, Tori leaned against the headrest.
Over and over, she replayed the words Mia whispered against her parted lips. Inhaled the desperation in her kiss and the way she promised she wanted to find out what they could be.
It was crazy, Tori decided. Absolutely impossible. And yet, she couldn’t deny that Mia hadn’t let her go until it was nearly six in the morning. Until Tori absolutely had to go home to shower and change for work. And even then, goodbye had been repeated and intense and unending.
Tori’s chest ached as if Mia was still pinning her against her driver’s side door. Like Mia’s nails were still scraping her scalp and her sighs were ravaging Tori’s sense of responsibility. With her hands on Mia’s hips and Mia’s teeth on her throat, Tori had considered cancelling her mid-morning meetings. She’d considered wiping her entire damn schedule to stay with Mia.
But Mia had convinced her she’d regret her momentary haste. Promised that she wasn’t going anywhere. Tori’s stomach heaved. Mia wasn’t going anywhere today, but they had less than a month before she had to go home. Before Mia had to go back to her home and career and⁠—
Tori stopped herself before the anxiety in her chest converged into a black hole and swallowed all the light in her body. She refused to let thoughts of the ending ruin the beginning. Not when she was cautiously stepping into something she’d wanted for so long. She wouldn’t crush the joy of being with Mia just because she was afraid of losing it. Because it might not last forever.
The noise of her phone ringing through the Jeep’s speakers pulled Tori out of Mia’s kiss. Clearing her throat and the hearts in her eyes, Tori straightened and took her client’s call.
By the time Tori strode into work, she’d slipped completely into broker mode. She had a lease agreement to review, a negotiation for retail space to finalize, and a call with a developer about zoning variances to return. She was going to head straight for her office, but came to a screeching halt in front of the reception desk instead.
Sitting on top of the poured concrete desk was an old-fashioned metal Thermos. Taped to the side was a little folded triangle. The sight of her initials in Mia’s handwriting sent Tori’s racing heart into free-fall.
“Ms. Falcon dropped that off for you,” the receptionist said while doing her very best to conceal her smile.
Tori couldn’t stop hers until after it sprung onto her lips.
“Leaving you little gifts at work,” Larissa said, strolling into the reception area and making zero attempt to hide her delight. She handed the receptionist a file and leaned against the desk. “And you look like you were up all night.” She wiggled her brows in a way that was so over the top, it wasn’t as obnoxious as it would’ve normally been.
Reaching for the cylinder, Tori kept her expression neutral. “Good morning to you both,” she said, tone as dry and detached as she could make it. Turning away from both of them, she took a few steps before she tossed a look over her shoulder. “I’ll thank you both to stay out of my love life.”
With a bark of laughter, Larissa glanced at the receptionist as if to say told ya. The receptionist grinned and replied with a conciliatory shrug.
“Hear that?” Larissa was still vibrating with amusement. “There’s a love life!”
Tori had only managed to peel the note off the side of the container and wonder where the hell Mia had found notebook paper when Larissa was suddenly at her side.
“You see? This is why you’ll never learn,” Larissa joked, hand on Tori’s shoulder. “The universe keeps rewarding your reckless choices.” She followed Tori into her office, but didn’t sit down.
Running her thumb over the corner of the paper, Tori was dying to know what was in the note. She imagined Mia’s mischievous expression when the idea popped into her head. Pictured her hurrying to Tori’s office to beat her there.
“I don’t know.” Tori twisted the top off the canister and took a sip of the espresso. It was stronger this time, though a little too sweet. “Can’t say I’ve ever won a cosmic lottery,” she added before taking another mouthful and wondering whether Mia had made the Cuban coffee herself.
Larissa made a point of looking at Tori from top to bottom like she might see Mia’s fingerprints on her skin. When she seemed to linger on Tori’s sleep-starved eyes, she offered a lopsided smile. “That concealer is doing the Lord’s work today. Why’s that? Not because you were running with me this morning⁠—”
“Oh, shit.” Tori’s eyes slammed shut. “I’m so sorry. I completely forgot⁠—”
“Listen, it’s fun to see that you miss shit like the rest of us mortals.” Larissa laughed. “But I bet it would be even more fun to know what the hell kept you from running club this morning.” She looked at the note in Tori’s hand. “And what you did to get that cutie to look all smitten.”
“You saw her?” Tori tried to keep her tone neutral. Tried not to vault over the desk and grab her by the shirt and beg her to spill, to interrogate her until she shared every detail about having seen Mia. How she’d looked. What she’d said.
Larissa’s grin crept up one side of her face like ivy. “I did,” she replied, intentionally coy. “She looked…pleased.”
“Pleased?” Tori repeated too fast. “Pleased like how?” She used her best nonchalant voice, but it lacked an ounce of chill.
“I don’t know, bro. I’m not the one who spent the night with her.” Larissa’s eyes were alive with curiosity. “What did you do?”
Overcome by the visceral memories of Mia’s kiss and the sound of her breaths, Tori dropped into her chair. She did her best to put the impossible night into words while Larissa sat and listened like she wished she had popcorn.
“Holy shit.” Larissa leaned back in her seat, shit-eating grin gone. “You must be a hell of a kisser.” She gestured at the espresso on Tori’s desk. “She couldn’t even go to sleep when you left.”
“I’m scared I’ll fuck this up,” Tori confessed to her own surprise, strange anxiety coiling in her empty stomach. “If I make the wrong move⁠—”
“Hey, you seem to have made the right moves so far.” Larissa rocked forward in her chair. “Trust your gut. Looks like it’s been right for longer than you thought,” she added seriously.
The moment Larissa was gone, Tori carefully unfolded Mia’s note. She blamed the pounding in her chest and clamminess of her hands on her lack of breakfast. On too much caffeine on an empty stomach.
Hi… So this could either be super cute or a blaring stage-five-clinger alarm. (For the record, I’m shooting for door number one.) I know I’m not supposed to show my hand or whatever, but I haven’t stopped thinking about you—okay yes, you only just left—but it’s like… I don’t know… Like I can still feel you on my lips. Anyway, I figured you could use some rocket fuel after someone kept you up all night. (God, please tell me this isn’t creepy.) — Mia
Tori closed her eyes and tipped her head back. She still felt Mia’s kiss too. In her life, she’d never kissed anyone for that long. Not only kissed, anyway. But every part of Mia’s mouth had been worthy of slow exploration. She wanted to savor the tiny moans that sang in her throat and the way she curled the tip of her tongue.
Smiling to herself, skin tingling and pulse racing, Tori reached for her phone. Normally, she’d make a joke about Mia’s gesture, but she stopped before her thumbs started moving. If Mia had made herself vulnerable, Tori owed her the same in return.
Tori: I haven’t stopped thinking about you either.
Tori’s phone rang in her hand the moment she sent the text. Mia’s name on her screen woke up every butterfly that had passed out after working hard all night.
“We’re going to be those people, aren’t we?” Mia asked, music playing far in the background.
“What people?” Tori asked to buy herself a second to catch her breath and remind her nervous system that she wasn’t about to fall out of a plane.
“Revoltingly adorable,” she replied. “Like, am I really sitting here missing you even though you just left like two hours ago?” Mia paused after her rhetorical question. “Because I am. Even though I’m not supposed to admit any of this.”
“Supposed to?” Tori paced around her office like that might discharge the energy building too quickly in her chest. “Says who?”
“Umm, only all the dating advice there is,” she replied with an exaggerated duh woven through her words. “There are rules, Victoria.”
Tori laughed. “There are at least two major flaws with your reasoning.”
“Oh?” Mia couldn’t conceal the smile in her tone, but Tori doubted she was even trying. “Do tell.”
“For starters, your dating advice is at least a decade old and therefore stale,” she replied before registering that they were throwing the word dating around like it was no big deal.
“What’s the second one?” Mia asked when Tori paused too long.
She’d planned to point out that advice for seeing dudes didn’t necessarily transfer to women, but she was stuck in her head.
“Oh, Jesus. I misunderstood, didn’t I?” The sound of Mia’s smile was gone and replaced with the vibration of a mild panic. “We’re not dating. Why would we be⁠—”
“No, no.” Tori wished she could move through the phone lines and land in Mia’s house. “That’s not—I just—” She reset her brain-mouth connection with a deep breath. “Isn’t all of this weird for you?”
“Is it weird for you?” Mia echoed, sounding calmer.
“Are you really answering my question with a question right now?” Tori sat in the chair across her desk because her shaking quads weren’t taking her a step further.
“I mean, I feel like it’s your turn to stick your foot in your mouth,” Mia joked.
“Pretty sure I’m the one who confessed a very pathetic, very old, crush last night.” Tori’s laugh was too loud and too nervous.
“Fine,” Mia decided after a beat. “You’re making me show all my cards and I don’t like it. And also, I’m not that old.”
“You don’t have to⁠—”
“Nothing has ever felt so right,” Mia admitted, voice low and penetrating straight to Tori’s soul. “It’s kind of embarrassing to be this eager. I’m used to being very cool, you know?”
“Oh yeah?” Tori’s racing heart added a tremble to the two syllables she managed to form.
“Yep.” Her smile was audible from miles away. “But here I am wondering when I’m going to see you again and kiss you again and, well, to answer your question… No, not weird. Kind of amazing, actually.”
Tori closed her eyes and agreed. “Yeah, kind of amazing.”



Twenty-Two
Aweek of dating Tori had involved so much kissing that Mia’s lips were chapped, slightly bruised, and definitely swollen. She also hadn’t slept over four hours in a single night, but had never been more energized. Had never felt so full of purpose—even if it hadn’t translated into more packing. She had, however, cleaned and organized and felt more like a complete human rather than a collection of mismatched pieces than she had in a year.
Mia had intended to plan actual dates with Tori, but they always seemed to get stuck on her couch. Get lost in laughter and stories and talking until they’d run out of words, then kissing until they ran out of breath. It was new and familiar and addictive as hell.
Waking up ungodly early on Saturday morning, she put the final touches on her grand gesture of a first official date. In leggings and a tank top, she slathered on sunscreen and found an old Vineyard Vines baseball cap. She ran her thumb over the faded pink fabric and imagined her mom wearing it on her walks.
What would she say about her dating Tori? The thought made her smile even as her eyes watered. It was the first time thinking about her mother triggered a pleasant warmth in her belly rather than the nausea of grief. Her mom had always adored Tori. Mia had suspected that she liked her better, and she couldn’t blame her.
Even as a teenager, Tori had been so incredibly level-headed. She’d always had such a clear vision of herself. So responsible and loyal and intense and strong and smart. Mia laughed and dropped backward onto her messy bed.
And she’s so hot, Mia thought with all the blood rushing to her face. She’d always known Tori was beautiful, but there was something extra. Something incredibly sexy she’d never noticed until she walked into her office weeks earlier.
Or maybe it was something she hadn’t allowed herself to notice, Mia considered. She needed more time to figure that out. But first, she had sandwiches to make.
It was mid-morning and Mia had finished packing up the station wagon when Tori showed up at her door. At the sight of her walking in wearing white shorts and a button-down short-sleeved shirt like she was going sailing at the country club, Mia grinned. Mercifully, she’d also worn sneakers, though probably not the right ones.
“Hi.” Mia met her in the entryway.
Tori slid her sunglasses off and set them on her head. Her brown eyes gleamed when she tilted her head down to look at Mia. “Hi,” she breathed, smile lopsided and worth indulging.
Arms around Tori’s neck, Mia pulled her in for a kiss. It didn’t matter that she’d just kissed her ten hours earlier. That her neck was still sore from turning her head toward her while they talked for hours. That she should find some dignity in her suitcase and play it cool. She’d missed her in the hours they’d been apart, and she showed Tori with her fingers scraping the back of her neck and teeth grazing her bottom lip.
“You’re dressed all wrong for our date,” Mia muttered against her mouth, skin buzzing with the contact high from Tori’s lips.
Tori wrapped her arms around Mia’s waist and held her close. Held her like they’d been standing like that all their lives. Like maybe they should have been.
“I didn’t know there was a dress code,” Tori murmured before kissing her again.
“Mm-hmm.” Mia almost forgot why they were talking when Tori’s palm followed the curve of her spine. Desire was a living, wild thing pounding at her core while she waited for Tori to slide lower. To grab her ass and throw her against the nearest surface and ravage her. But Tori was distressingly decent and smiled into their kiss instead.
“Where are we going?” Tori asked as she straightened, using her thumb to wipe the excess lip balm from beneath Mia’s bottom lip—like she actually wanted to kill her.
“You’ll see,” she managed, knees weak and thighs trembling as she walked toward her bedroom.
“What does that mean?” Tori called after her.
Mia laughed, drunk on Tori and the insanely adorable nature of her plan. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise. Let me carry you away with whimsy,” she shouted over her shoulder.
When she returned with basketball shorts and a muscle tee in hand, Tori was sitting cross-legged on the couch. The sight of her looking down at her phone, expression serious, brought back the wobble in Mia’s balance.
How could anyone look so gorgeous doing something so fucking mundane? It was ridiculous. She tried not to compare, but she couldn’t recall ever finding Eric heart-stopping while he scrolled through college football stats.
Sensing her presence, Tori glanced up from her screen to find Mia looking at her. Everything in her face softened, as if seeing her was a revelation. Mia felt her affection in the warmth dripping down her chest like raw honey.
Then her gaze darted to the clothing Mia was holding. Laughing, Tori stood. “How much of my old shit do you have?”
Mia bit the inside of her cheek, but it did nothing to stop her stupid grin. “Shut up, okay.” She tossed her the clothes. “Accept my hoarding in the endearing way I intend it.”
Tori’s entire aura was blinding. “We might have to talk to someone about this⁠—”
Mia pulled her in by the loop of her shorts and kissed her until Tori stopped debating whether Mia was nuts. Anyway, it was Mia’s mother who’d saved everything. For an irrational second, she wondered whether her mom had always expected Mia and Tori to reunite. Or maybe she’d hoped. Her mother had been as devastated as Mia when Tori walked away.
A buzzing on Mia’s wrist made her break their kiss and stop wondering about her mother’s intentions. “We have to go,” she said before snagging another kiss and slipping away.
“Go where?” Tori asked again, but her voice was husky and her gaze was tracking Mia. What she really meant was let’s stay here. But Mia wasn’t going to throw away her incredible idea—no matter how much she wanted to keep kissing her. No matter how much she wanted to do more than kiss, even if she hadn’t exactly worked out how they were going to take the next step.
“You’ll see,” she teased before grabbing her things and heading outside where the Volvo was packed with three huge coolers and several grocery bags.
Mia was already sitting in the driver’s seat and waiting when Tori stepped out. She looked exactly like an older version of her high school self. Toned arms visible in the tee and hair pulled back, Tori was literally jaw dropping.
“Are you going to tell me now?” Tori asked when she slid into the passenger seat.
Mia answered by grabbing Tori by the back of the neck and kissing her so hard, she busted her own lip when their teeth banged together. The metallic tang was a small price to pay.
Tori’s hand found her hip, and for a shattering second, Mia thought she was going to pull her across the center console. That she was to make Mia straddle her lap and devour her in the driveway. Instead, Tori gave her a squeeze and smiled.
“What was that for?” Tori pressed her forehead to Mia’s like she couldn’t stand to stop touching her either.
Only the sound of ice shifting in a cooler kept Mia from dragging Tori inside the house. She pulled away just enough to look into her mesmerizing brown eyes. Inhaling so deeply that her chest burned from the expansion, Mia didn’t have an answer. Didn’t have the words for everything swirling in her body.
“I like you in basketball shorts,” Mia replied because it was true even if incomplete.
Tori chuckled before dragging her teeth over her bottom lip in a way that made Mia want to let a lot of good food go to waste. “I guess I’ll wear them more often.”
Mia wanted to reply with something cool and flirty, but everything sounded so stupid in her head. She kissed her instead.
“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”
Tori connected the freckles scattered over Mia’s arm using her fingertip. Everywhere Tori touched sent lightning branching over her skin. It restarted her brain and made her throw the car in reverse.
“So impatient,” Mia replied with a grin.
Twenty minutes later, Mia was pulling up to the park where a dozen of their high school friends were already waiting. To avoid lugging the overstuffed coolers, Mia drove through the grass and up to the pavilion she’d rented next to a basketball court.
“I’m sorry, are we crashing a child’s birthday?” Tori gripped the door handle as if Mia were taking hairpin turns down a ravine instead of rolling slowly over a clearing.
“Please forgive me for forgetting the piñata,” Mia joked before shifting into park between the pavilion and the barbecue.
Still openly confused, Tori laughed when she recognized the people walking toward them. “Mia, what the heck did you do?”
“I set up a basketball playdate,” she replied like it was obvious.
Tori’s eyes were incandescent while she beamed at her. As if Mia had presented her with some precious jewel rather than a silly gathering at the park. It had only taken a few days to gather most of her old basketball team and some extra friends so there were enough people to play. It wasn’t a big deal.
“And you even invited Ashley Mora.” Tori’s grin was bright enough to guide ships to safety.
Mia rolled her eyes, biting the inside of her cheek and still failing to keep a straight face. “Yeah, well. It’s not like I had a lot of options,” she lied.
Tori looked like she was going to lean in and kiss her, but they were mobbed by helpful friends opening doors and grabbing supplies from the Volvo. For the first time, Mia considered whether they’d tell people they were dating. They hadn’t discussed it yet, mostly because they’d never left Mia’s house as a couple. Until now.
Something about that made Mia’s stomach clench. She didn’t have time to ruminate on it before she was standing at a communal grill sweating her ass off. While people chatted and music blared, Mia pushed hot dogs around the foil she’d set down and wished Daniela was back from her honeymoon.
It didn’t feel out of fucking nowhere to tell her about dating Tori. But everyone else? Was she supposed to make an announcement? It all felt so new. So fragile. Like one wrong move and what they were building would cave in under its own weight.
Her gaze drifted to where Tori was holding a basketball above her head and looking to pass. Mia was too far away to hear what she was shouting, but she looked so intent.
She chuckled to herself. Tori’s skin was flushed, her hair dark with sweat. Allergic to doing anything half-assed, Tori hustled up and down the court like she was making her professional debut.
While Mia watched, Tori did a ridiculously cute move where she dribbled the ball behind her back and then twisted around to take a blind shot. When she made the basket, Tori’s team erupted into whoops like they’d clinched the Super Bowl.
Before Mia could find someone else to take over cooking, fucking Ashley Mora was running up to Tori. Apparently slapping Tori’s ass wasn’t enough. She had to jump on her back like a deranged koala.
Glaring, Mia couldn’t help but notice how often Ashley touched Tori. Aggressively transferring charred hot dogs to a foil pan so she could start the stupid burgers, Mia tracked every unnecessary butt slap and high five and hug.
If Ashley were acting that way with the other girls, Mia wouldn’t be on the verge of hissing. Well, she might be, but it wouldn’t be burning the back of her throat to get free. But no, it was like Ashley’s hands had a fucking magnetic attraction to Tori’s body.
Didn’t Tori notice? Did she like it? Why were they so comfortable touching so damn much? Had they touched before?
Flipping burgers, Mia wondered if Ashley Mora would taste the jealous rage she was infusing into the meat. She hoped so. She hoped it tasted just a little sour. Maybe she would choke on it. Not enough to drop dead, but just enough to scare her into backing off.
Mia had downed three boozy seltzers and was helping set the food on the picnic tables under the pavilion when Tori came jogging up to her. Covered in sweat and skin flushed, Tori used the bottom of her shirt to wipe her face, giving Mia the briefest glimpse of her flat belly and sports bra. Watching her, Mia tried to remember why she was angry.
“I’m starving,” Tori said, opening a cooler and reaching for a bottle of water.
Mia tried not to wonder what it would feel like to run a dripping ice cube over Tori’s hot skin. Tried not to hear the sizzle or taste the salt on her skin. She was annoyed and wanted to stay annoyed and Tori looking mouth-watering while covered in sweat was really ruining her vibe.
“What’s wrong?” Tori cracked open the bottle and gulped.
The way her throat bobbed was bad enough, but the exertion had also brought out the veins in Tori’s hands. It was unfair. Mia didn’t have the defenses for this kind of assault.
“Nothing,” Mia lied and pretended to care about how paper plates were arranged while their friends helped themselves to enough food to feed a small nation.
Tori tipped her head to the side, some hair sliding out of her ponytail. Just the right amount of hair to be devastating. Hair that begged Mia to stop and tuck it behind her ear. Mia opened an unnecessary box of biodegradable cutlery instead.
“Not nothing,” Tori replied with a confused smile, like she couldn’t quite decide if Mia was playing. Not that Mia knew either.
Mia busied herself with turning up one of the massive box fans someone brought to its highest setting. It didn’t exactly cool anything down, but it kept everyone a few degrees below sweltering.
“Mia.” Tori’s fingers loosely grasping her wrist made her stop. “Hey.” Her eyes were so big, so dripping in earnest concern, they made Mia stand still like she’d been caught in a trap. “What’s wrong?”
The question was so pathetic, but it leapt out of Mia’s mouth anyway. “Have you hooked up with her?”
Tori’s perfect eyebrows drew together. “Who?”
Mia narrowed her gaze. “Who else?” She lowered her voice. “Ashley.”
Ashley who didn’t spring into your life with her mess. Who’d known she was gay. Who already knew how to do this.
Chewing on the inside of her lip, Tori’s attempt to stop her laugh was pitiful. “What? Do you really believe the stereotype that all lesbians sleep together?” She put her hand to her chest, but her feigned offense was too obvious. “How could you?”
Mia crossed her arms over her chest and waited for a real answer.
Tori laughed and then offered a shrug that burned in Mia’s gut. “Once,” she admitted. “A very long time ago. We were super drunk and made out in the bathroom of a shitty bar.”
A war cry, high-pitched and deafening, rang in Mia’s ears. Her gaze darted to where Ashley was sitting at a table, laughing while she shoved a hot dog down her gullet.
“Mia, I never⁠—”
“Well, why the hell haven’t you made out with me in a gross bathroom?” Mia shot back, even though she wasn’t exactly sure what she meant.
“What?” Tori’s surprised laugh illuminated her perfect face.
Acting on instinct while the tendrils of jealousy spurred her to stop overthinking it, Mia grabbed Tori by the shirt and pulled her in. Tori’s arms wrapped around her waist because it was where they belonged. Because they belonged together and if anyone was getting mauled by Tori in a filthy bathroom, it was going to be Mia.
Not unlike an animal marking territory, Mia pulled Tori down and kissed her. Kissed her for every time she should have held her close. Every time she should have stayed with her on the roof. Every time she should have slipped her hand higher up her shirt while they slept. She kissed her because she was proud and wanted everyone to know that she’d managed to capture a tiny flicker of light in the dark.
The first oh shit gasped in delighted surprise was followed by a riot of clapping and cheering. As if their friends had been waiting for this declaration for years. Mia grinned into their kiss before she flung her arms around Tori and kissed her harder.
“What was that for?” Tori breathed against her mouth like they were still alone in her living room.
Instead of responding with the truth, Mia kissed her again. Growling mine seemed like a bit much for a Saturday afternoon in public.



Twenty-Three
Tori never imagined she’d be sitting in the back of Mia’s old station wagon, hatch open, watching the sun set behind the park’s enormous banyan trees. They’d planned to go get ice cream, but after loading the coolers and other stuff in the back, they’d ended up sitting down and delighting in the breeze and talking.
“So why the hell are you single?” Mia asked, one leg tucked under herself and the other dangling over the back of the Volvo. She swung it like a metronome. Slow, as if to remind Tori how unreasonably fast her heart beat around her.
Tori leaned back against the car’s frame, legs crossed while she looked at Mia. Despite having stayed in the shade most of the day, Mia’s nose and cheeks were bright pink. Her shoulders and collarbones, exposed by her tank top, were just as red.
Tori blinked, belatedly registering the question. “What?”
Hazel eyes—green like fresh-cut grass from the sun—brightened a moment before Mia smiled. Openly amused by having distracted Tori with nothing but her presence, Mia scooted closer.
And somehow, as if they’d done it a hundred times before, Tori shifted to make room. She uncrossed her legs, and Mia nestled into the space between them, back pressed to Tori’s chest. Reaching back, she took Tori’s arms and wrapped them around her waist, then rested her head against Tori’s shoulder.
Chest expanding to breaking, Tori closed her eyes and wished she could stop time. There was no price she wouldn’t pay to stay there for all eternity. To live with her nose nestled in Mia’s messy hair and the warm weight of her body against hers, still buzzing from the aftertaste of her last kiss and drunk from the anticipation of another.
“Are you going to tell me or what?” Mia’s voice was soft and distant like she might drift off to sleep in Tori’s arms.
“There’s not much to tell,” Tori admitted, fingertips lightly skimming the back of her hand.
“Well, start at the beginning,” she replied, nestling into Tori like she wanted to bury herself in her skin. To dig her way past her sternum and curl inside her chest.
“The beginning?” Tori closed her eyes, deep breath full of Mia’s shampoo. She debated making it sound a little less pathetic than it was, but she was tired and dosed with too much euphoria for deceit. “I was down so bad for you when I got to college,” she admitted.
Mia tensed, but Tori didn’t stop gently tracing meaningless shapes over her hand and along her forearm.
“My dorm-mate forced me to join this gay-straight alliance thing,” Tori continued, relieved when Mia relaxed again. “And I met a girl there.”
“Did you date?” Mia prompted like she feared that’s all Tori would divulge.
Tori nodded. “For a few months.”
“What did she look like?”
Tori chuckled. “Why do you need a mental picture?”
“I have a very vivid imagination, Victoria,” she replied with a smile curling around the edges of her words. “You def don’t want it to feed itself.”
“I barely remember,” Tori admitted, without explaining that she’d spent a long time blocking out that first year. Every memory was tainted with how badly she’d missed Mia, and all the doubt that she’d chosen the wrong remedy. “She was tall, sweet, only wore ripped jeans.”
“What a way to remember somebody.” Mia laughed and pulled Tori’s arms tighter around her body. “Did you sleep with her?”
Tori wasn’t sure how to answer the question, so she deflected. “Have you always been this nosy?”
“Literally my entire life,” Mia shot back before she found Tori’s hand resting on her hip and laced their fingers together. “Don’t act brand-new.”
“Yeah,” Tori replied.
By the way Mia shifted against her chest, Tori knew she was holding back from asking something. Probably many somethings. But Tori pressed on. She didn’t want to talk about an awkward first time. Especially not when she was still buzzing from every first with Mia.
“So after her, I dated a guy from my bio class⁠—”
“Slept with him?”
“What are you? Keeping a running count?”
Mia squeezed her hand, rubbing her thumb in a soothing motion. “I just want to know everything I missed.”
Tori took another deep breath. “Yep.”
“And you weren’t into it?” Mia asked gently, like it was a snowflake on the iceberg of her questions.
“I mean… It wasn’t awful? I’d gotten kinda drunk on purpose so I wouldn’t back out⁠—”
“Did he pressure you?” Mia’s spine went rigid.
“No, no. Not at all. He was very sweet.” Tori held her tight to show her it was okay. “All the pressure was self-applied. I knew I was gay, but I guess there was this part of me that just wanted to see what it was like.” She tried to remember details, but there was nothing remarkable about the experience.
“And then?”
“I don’t know.” Tori fidgeted with the wristband on Mia’s watch. “Nothing dramatic or traumatic or earth-shattering happened. I’ve dated on and off since, but never been in some huge relationship. Never moved in with anyone. Never adopted a cat that led to a custody battle.” She chuckled. “Larissa says I’m picky, but I think I just… I don’t know… I think I’m just not willing to settle.” Ready to share the time under the microscope, Tori switched topics before Mia could ask anything else. “So, what happened with med school?”
“What happened with basketball?” Mia shot back like their childhood dreams had been at all equivalent.
“I’m 5’7 and mediocre, Mia.” Tori laughed.
“But you love it so much. You should see your sweaty little face when you’re playing. It’s adorable.”
“Yeah, you’re right. I should have picked up the phone when the Sparks called.”
“Shut up.” She chuckled. “There aren’t only two extremes, you know? It’s not just playing professionally or not at all. You could coach kids, or play in one of those adult leagues where everyone is in knee braces and compression sleeves.”
“Stop deflecting.” Tori kissed Mia’s temple, still in awe that she could do that whenever she wanted. “Spill.”
“I just,” she shrugged, “didn’t get in,” she replied like every single syllable was excruciating.
“How many schools did you apply to?” Tori couldn’t fathom Mia not getting something she wanted, and she’d wanted to be a doctor more than anything.
“Enough.”
“How many times did you try? Were admissions just once a year?” Tori pressed.
Mia was quiet for so long, Tori regretted having broached the topic. After Mia had planned such a thoughtful date, she didn’t want to ruin the end.
“After opening thirty rejection letters, it’s pretty hard to sign up for that torment twice,” she said in a voice so soft it didn’t sound like hers.
Tori clutched Mia close, wishing she could suffocate the sadness weighing down her words. “We’re not what we do.” She kissed the top of her ear. “Our lives aren’t measured by what we accomplish.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re not a fail⁠—”
“Stop.” Tori buried her face in Mia’s neck. She kissed her until Mia relaxed. “You’re so far from a failure,” she whispered against the shell of her ear.
Tori stopped short of telling her she’d breathed life back into her stagnant existence. That she’d inspired her to be brave and take risks and try. That she’d shown her it wasn’t too late for anything. Mia could seize the world by the throat if she wanted, and Tori would be behind her every step of the way. Next to her. Pulling her along. Whatever she needed.
But as pushy as Mia was, she hated being pressured. They’d talk about med school again when Mia was ready.
It was fully dark and neither of them had made any effort to move when Mia suddenly said, “You really should play basketball more often. Can’t you start a semi-athletic lesbian league?”
Tori smiled, relieved that the playful tone was back in Mia’s voice. “I’ve thought about it,” she admitted. “But I don’t know. Life gets so busy.” She went back to playing with the metal bracket on Mia’s watch. “Plus, you know how superstitious I am. Every game I ever won, you were sitting in the bleachers.”
She was about to say that Mia was leaving in a month—that they hadn’t talked about what would happen next—when Mia turned her head and looked at her.
“Did you just call me your good luck charm?” Mia’s eyes were glistening and her smile blinding. “Are you trying to make me swoon in this parking lot right now?”
She reached back, fingers at the base of Tori’s damp neck, and pulled her in. When she kissed her, it was slow and deep and shattering—like they’d kissed a thousand times in a thousand versions of their lives and were finally getting it right. Tori felt it like a karmic blessing.
Mia’s lips were soft and warm, tasting like salt and sun. Tori let herself be kissed like she was something precious. Something to be cherished. Something rare. And when Mia’s fingers curled tighter at the back of her neck and she moaned, Tori knew she’d live another thousand lives just to taste her again.
“Where did you come from?” Mia muttered against her lips. “And what could I have ever done to deserve you?”
Tori didn’t have the words to tell her that she’d been there all along. That Mia didn’t have to do anything to earn love. That she deserved it for merely existing.
And then Mia was kissing her again, her tongue more insistent. Her teeth sharp where they tugged on Tori’s bottom lip.
“Take me home,” Mia rasped.



Twenty-Four
Feeling not unlike a horny dude, Tori jumped into the driver’s side of her Jeep and shifted her underwear. After nearly an hour of making out on Mia’s couch so hard that her face was numb, desire had glued the fabric to her body.
She drove home with the windows down, hoping the balmy breeze would cool her off. In early August, the nights were just as hot as the days, but even the surface of the sun would feel cooler than the heat raging in Tori’s body. She tried, very hard, not to think about how badly she wanted to do more than kiss Mia.
Don’t be greedy, she told herself as she navigated through Midtown—and the usual tourist chaos—on her way home. If someone had told her weeks ago that she’d be making out with Mia, she wouldn’t have asked, That’s it?
If Mia were ready for more, she’d say so. Tori wasn’t going to be the one to take things further. Plus, it wasn’t like kissing her wasn’t excruciatingly hot. Hot and incredible and enough. She shifted in her seat again and focused on the road.
As soon as she punched the code into her front door, she texted Mia to let her know she was home. Her phone rang a minute later.
“Hi,” Mia said, sounding a little breathless.
“What the hell are you doing?” Tori chuckled and kicked off her shoes by the entrance.
“Nothing, I just got out of the shower. Did you know that cold shower advice is bullshit?”
Tori finished pulling off her shirt on her way to her bathroom upstairs and fumbled with the phone. She must have misheard.
“What?” Tori swallowed, throat suddenly dry.
Mia hesitated. “Does kissing not turn you on?” She sounded so unsure. “Or are you not feeling⁠—”
“Oh my God. Are you kidding?” Tori took her stairs two at a time and pulled her shorts off when she reached her bedroom. “I’m so turned on I was heading straight for the shower.”
“Spoiler alert. It doesn’t work,” Mia joked, but there was a real frustrated edge under the jest.
“Did you really take a cold shower?” Tori dropped her voice at the same time that she sat on the corner of her bed.
“Yeah,” Mia replied, voice just as soft. “Is that embarrassing?”
“No.” Tori gripped her own thigh like that might redirect the pulse of hunger warming her skin. “It’s really hot.”
“Yeah?” Mia said in a way that made Tori picture her cheeks brightening. “You’re not just saying that?”
Tori shifted her weight, grabbing the edge of the mattress when she moved back. The friction of the contact made her want to grind against it. To chase relief anywhere she could. “Trust me. You’re, um, not alone.” Her stomach fluttered with insecurity. She wasn’t sure how direct to be—how upfront with what she wanted.
Mia paused like she was workshopping her response. Like she was also awkward and unsure from the newness of it all when it was dressed in the trappings of the familiar.
“At least you can do something about it.” Her voice was gentle, like lips grazing Tori’s neck.
“I’m pretty sure you can too,” Tori replied, heart racing at the image of Mia arching off the bed.
Mia’s laugh sounded too much like a groan. “I didn’t exactly think about packing my vibrator, Tori.”
Tori swallowed hard when a toy entered her mental image. Jesus. Old habits told her to cut the fantasy off at the knees. To stop herself from objectifying Mia. But she was tired and her grip on self-control slipped.
“I’m pretty sure people have been getting off before batteries were invented.” Tori tried to keep her tone light, but there was no hiding her desire.
“Yeah, um. I’ve just… I guess I’ve never taken the manual option,” she replied after a beat. “Maybe I should tell you so you know what you’re in for. I mean, assuming we… Well… Whatever. It takes me a really long time to have an orgasm. And sometimes it doesn’t happen at all, so I just fake it.”
Tori furrowed her brows, unsure where to start. “Fake it? Why?” She also wanted to ask how her ex didn’t know the difference between real and performance, but withheld her judgment.
“To put the other person out of their misery?”
Tori’s eyes snapped open. “You should never feel pressured to fake it. If it’s just not going to happen, you can say so. It’s not always about getting to the finish line.” She wished they were having this conversation in person. That she could reach out for her. “And trust me, I sincerely doubt it’s a chore for your partner,” she added instead of saying that her jaw could fall off and she still wouldn’t want to stop.
“What if you get tired and you’re like come on already⁠—”
“I wouldn’t⁠—”
“You don’t know that⁠—”
“Yes, I do,” Tori vowed. “I promise. Even if we just kissed forever⁠—”
“If we just kiss forever, I’m going to die, Tori,” she said so seriously, Tori believed her.
“Die?” Tori breathed, eyes closing again. “If the situation is that dire, maybe you should consider doing something about it.” Her pulse raced like she was stepping out onto the ledge of a cliff.
A heart-pounding, sanity-snatching moment later, Mia responded with a whispered, “How would you do it?”
Clutching the edge of the mattress, Tori’s body ignited. She barely remembered how to speak but managed to ask, “Where are you right now?”
“On my bed,” Mia replied quietly. “In a towel.”
Fuck. Tori’s mouth went dry while the rest of her got wetter. “I’d lie back.”
She couldn’t stop picturing Mia. Couldn’t help imagining what it was like to inhale the scent of her skin after the shower. To hook a careless finger in the soft cotton and open her towel. To reveal every inch of her slowly. After waiting so long, she wanted the torment of deliberate discovery.
“I’d close my eyes,” Tori said when hers slipped closed as if she might see Mia if she just focused hard enough.
The sound of sheets rustling and the bed squeaking had the same effect of hot wax dripping over Tori’s skin. It made her ache for more. Made her wish she was in Mia’s room. That her lips were on hers while she arched into her.
“I don’t always want direct contact right away.” Tori moistened her lips, trying to remember how to breathe without hyperventilating. “I might, um, press my hand between my thighs over the towel.”
Mia’s tiny inhale into the phone was an earthquake rumbling through Tori’s core. It was the perspiration gathering at the small of her back. She crossed her legs to snuff out her pounding desire, but the contact only made it worse.
“Then what?”
The smoky gravel in Mia’s voice painted a vivid picture: Mia sprawled out on her bed, thighs parted, fingers pressing against the rough material. Tori wasn’t going to survive this phone call.
Mia’s breath filtered through the speaker, deep but uneven. Savoring the taste of Mia’s kiss on her lips, Tori imagined dropping to her knees at the foot of her bed.
“This is honestly so much easier with a vibrator,” Mia complained before swallowing an unfairly sexy whine.
Tori bit down on the inside of her cheek to keep from saying that she’d be happy to take over. That she’d drive at the speed of light to crawl between her thighs and replace Mia’s fingers with her tongue.
“Go under the towel,” Tori said, her racing pulse and growing desire making her tone more demanding than she’d intended.
Mia cursed, sending a new rush of need thrumming hard through Tori. She rocked forward, wishing she could just relieve the painful ache, and then she could focus on Mia.
“Who knew I’d like being told what to do?” Mia gasped and then groaned. “Fuck. I’ve never been wet like this.”
It was Tori’s turn to curse. She gripped the top of her thigh as hard as she wanted to grab Mia, the way she wanted to slip her hands under the backs of Mia’s legs and pull her to the edge of the bed in a single possessive move. To watch Mia’s sinful fingers until Tori couldn’t resist running her tongue up her dripping wet center and taking every drop for herself.
“Do you like that?” Mia’s feigned innocence signaled that she wasn’t as unsure as she had been a few minutes earlier. “Knowing that you did this to me?”
“Gather it with your fingers.” Tori’s lust took control of her mouth. “Spread it over your clit,” she said, voice steady despite the throbbing at her core.
Mia cursed again. She was on the verge of panting when she said, “I guess I really do like being on the other side of bossy.”
“I want you to use your middle finger and make the lightest circles over the very tip of your clit.” Tori released her tortured quad and let her hand fall between her thighs. “Do it so lightly that you can barely feel it.”
Mia replied with a long, slow exhale that Tori felt against her throat. Unable to resist, she pressed her own fingers to the damp fabric of her underwear.
“Lighter than that,” Tori said when Mia moaned.
“I thought the point was to come,” Mia complained, sheets rustling like she’d kicked them off, or maybe she’d gotten rid of the towel.
“If you’re not going to do it my way, why am I on the phone?” Tori kept her voice even and authoritative even as she started grinding against her own fingers.
“Fuck, I love when you talk to me like that,” Mia moaned and Tori was sure that she was touching herself however the hell she wanted rather than how Tori instructed.
“If you’re not going to listen, I’m hanging up,” Tori lied because she was high on this game and completely out of her body. There wasn’t a force in existence that could make her end this call, but Mia didn’t know that.
“Okay,” she panted in response. “Okay,” she repeated more clearly. “I’m doing it lightly.”
“Dip your finger inside, just to get more⁠—”
Mia’s sudden moan echoed in Tori’s core. Tori’s hips jerked forward in response, desperate to find relief on their own.
“I’m so fucking sensitive,” Mia said like she was trying to apologize but got lost in the ecstasy of her own touch. “If I had a⁠—”
“Stop thinking about that.” Tori slowed her own grinding to claw her way back to control. “Go back to your clit and do it how I told you.”
“Fuck, Tori. You’re killing me,” Mia all but cried.
And then there was nothing but Mia’s breaths over the phone. They were quick and ragged and pained, like Mia was trying to quiet herself and couldn’t. They hit Tori’s ear like whispers dragged across bare skin. Like teeth sinking into her neck.
Each of Mia’s breaths came faster than the last—halting and raw. She had Tori at her mercy with nothing but the sound of her voice. As her body arched toward the sound, Tori’s chest rose and fell to match Mia’s rhythm.
Tori clenched her thighs around her hand to slow herself down, but she couldn’t stop. Mia’s moans and breaths and whispered pleas were tattooed on Tori’s spine, branded on her skin, etched into her marrow.
Need building more quickly than Tori could rein it in, she rubbed her clit through the drenched fabric of her underwear. She wasn’t anywhere close to the spot that usually worked, but she barely needed any contact. She was racing toward an orgasm at a breakneck pace. Lungs burning and muscles tense, her desire roared as it stretched to the point of snapping.
“A little more pressure,” Tori groaned, giving away that she was teetering on the edge.
“You sound so good,” Mia managed like it took Herculean effort to form words. “I want to… Fuck, Tori. I want to,” she panted as if she were begging for her life. Pleading turned into frustration before Tori could race to the finish. “But I just can’t.”
“Hey, it’s okay.” Tori pulled her hand away even as her core pounded with the sharp pain of having stopped at the worst possible moment. She stifled the discomfort and opened her eyes.
“I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m on these antidepressants⁠—”
“Mia, you don’t have to explain.” Tori dropped backward on the bed, head spinning and chest burning. “And you sure as hell don’t have to apologize.” She pushed her hair out of her face.
“I didn’t want to disappoint you,” she said in a voice too gentle to be so devastating.
“You could never,” Tori swore, wishing she could pull Mia into her arms and show her. “That was so unbelievably hot.”
“Even though I couldn’t⁠—”
“Did you not hear me the first time?” Tori did her best to bring back her dominant tone, even though it was hard to access with the heat of the moment gone.
Mia breathed a chuckle. “I really did like that, you know.”
“Oh, I know,” Tori teased.
“Is it super needy and pathetic to ask you to stay on the phone with me?” Mia asked when she’d caught her breath.
“Do you mind if I take you into the shower with me?” Tori grinned when she stood on wobbly legs.
Mia cursed. “You play dirty, Victoria.”
Yanking off her ruined underwear, Tori chuckled. “Do you have better ways to play?”



Twenty-Five
From the moment Tori walked into Mia’s house on Sunday morning with coffee and croissants, she’d known something was off. Mia had greeted her with a kiss at the door, but then she’d gone off to the small pool house to sort through stuff. Considering that Mia had made absolutely zero progress inside the house, and the pool house was full of old stuff even her mom didn’t want, Tori was sure she was avoiding her.
It had been too much. They’d moved too fast. Mia was freaked out. Tori had freaked her out.
A spiked mass of acrid regret roiled in Tori’s belly when she stepped outside to the pool. The mid-morning air was hot and humid and immediately made her regret wearing jeans. Made her regret having gotten carried away on the phone the night before and made everything fucking weird. Made her regret having fumbled her chance by being impatient.
Standing at the door of the pool house, Mia wiped sweat off her flushed forehead with the back of her arm. In shorts and a V-neck, Mia was so heartbreakingly cute with all her freckles on display.
Ugh. Fuck.
“Hey, I’m going to go,” Tori said, ready to bolt before she made things worse.
Maybe if Mia wasn’t looking at her, she wouldn’t feel embarrassed or uncomfortable or whatever was going on. She’d give Mia space and what little time they had left, and Mia would let her know when she was ready to talk. If she was ready.
Hazel eyes blinding in the sun, Mia nodded. “Good idea.”
Two words shredded Tori from the inside out. She tried to absorb the impact. Tried not to let rejection and remorse and dread lasso her chest with barbed wire. Tried not to cry until she fled to her car.
“I think I need a break from the house, anyway.” Mia tossed an empty box through the door of the pool house that looked unchanged over decades, and slammed it behind her. “How about we go see your place? I’m unconvinced you don’t just live in your fancy office.” She tugged Tori closer by the hem of her shirt and lifted onto her tiptoes to kiss her. “Just give me a minute to shower.”
Relief collided with confusion while Tori watched Mia meander into the house. There was absolutely something going on in Mia’s head—maybe her mom or the divorce—but it wasn’t about Tori. About what they’d done, or sort of done, last night. Legs unsteady from the whiplash, she followed Mia inside.
In the car, Mia reached for Tori’s hand like it was the most natural thing in the world. She interlaced their fingers and dropped their hands into her lap while she scrolled through her phone, lamenting that it was too hot to take the top off Tori’s Jeep.
Tori sat there, pulse dancing in her throat, trying to absorb the casual intimacy of Mia’s touch. Trying to pretend that her whole body hadn’t leaned into the small gesture.
“I don’t know what I was expecting,” Mia said when she walked into Tori’s loft half an hour later. “But I guess this is kind of it.”
Instead of heading for the brown leather couch near the uncovered windows bathing the open space in light, Mia went for the kitchen. While Tori leaned against the counter with a smirk on her face, Mia opened her fridge.
After making a borderline judgmental sound, Mia looked between the fridge contents and Tori. “You know this is borderline American Psycho, right?”
“Having food in a place intended for food storage?” Tori crossed her arms over her chest and pretended she didn’t know what Mia meant. “Wild,” she deadpanned.
Mia’s brightening expression cleared the lingering unease in Tori’s belly. “I don’t know a single person whose fridge looks like a damn storefront for cold-pressed juices and pre-packaged meal delivery services. Look at this.” She did a grand sweeping gesture at a thing Tori looked at every day. “You don’t even own condiments!”
Tori laughed. “I’m sorry you came over here to ogle my ketchup and are leaving disappointed.”
Closing the door, Mia turned away from the fridge. She was wearing an increasingly familiar expression—sharp, possessive, vaguely predatory—when she stalked toward Tori.
“This whole place is giving bachelor pad, you know?” Mia’s question was obviously rhetorical. “Like you got used to love-struck women cooking for you and never learned how to do it for yourself.”
Unable to suppress her grin, Tori pulled Mia into her space, widening her stance to make room for Mia as she wrapped her arms around her waist. She interlaced her fingers so she wouldn’t be tempted to run her hands over Mia’s ass, which looked incredible in a thin, floral sundress.
“It’s just food,” Tori said, gaze fixed on Mia looking up at her. Fixed on her favorite freckles scattered over her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, fading over her orbital bone. The scar on her eyebrow and the eyes that reminded Tori of rain-drenched forests. Green and brown and lush with unknowable secrets.
“Where’s the passion in that?” Mia’s voice trailed away like Tori’s attention dropping to her lips, parted and soft and inviting her in.
Tori had never cared less about a topic in her life. She leaned down, finding Mia’s mouth with hers. Instead of pulling her into the kiss like a slow current, Mia was a riptide. An inescapable force dragging a willing Tori into watery depths.
Hands clasped tight around Mia to keep herself from wandering, Tori deepened their kiss. She was already drunk on the rhythm of Mia’s tongue—on the way she breathed faster and used her teeth like she didn’t know how to get more—when Mia’s hand found the shallow curve of Tori’s side. And then Mia was skimming her ribs, palm searing when she met the side of Tori’s breast.
At the unexpected touch, Tori stilled. She couldn’t control every instinct at once. She was too busy not pulling up Mia’s dress when her thumb found Tori’s hard nipple through her shirt.
Tori’s barely contained desire roared, smashing against its confinement, as Mia’s confidence grew. Even through the material, Mia’s insistent touch sent a hard rush of need pulsing through Tori’s body.
Fingers digging into Mia’s back, Tori didn’t mean to pull her flush against her. Didn’t mean to slip her leg between Mia’s thighs. To guide her hips, urging her to grind against her, to find the friction from her jeans.
With a moaned curse, Mia grabbed Tori’s breast too hard. Hard enough to make Tori wince and break their kiss. Mia let go of her like she’d touched a hot stove.
“Shit, sorry.” Mia leaned away to look at her, face flushed and eyes wide. “Did I do it wrong?”
Tori caught her hand and guided it back. “Just a little less pressure,” she said, kissing Mia’s jaw, then her throat. “You were kind of checking for ripeness. Like a cantaloupe. One with implants.”
Mia furrowed her brow. “You got your boobs done?” Her laugh was a nervous release of energy. “I thought you were just a late bloomer.”
Tori raised an eyebrow. “Technically, I did go to a Dr. Bloom.”
“Shut up! Did you?”
Tori grinned, running her fingers through Mia’s hair. “No. But that would’ve been poetic, right?”
“I hate you,” Mia joked, confident again when she rested her arms on Tori’s shoulders.
Smiling through the gentler kiss, Tori said, “The surgery made my nipples really sensitive, and they never went back to normal.”
Mia bit down on Tori’s bottom lip. “Fuck, that’s hot.” Her nails scraped the back of Tori’s neck a moment before she muttered, “I know I’m making you wait too long.”
“I want to move exactly as fast as you do, Mia,” she promised, kissing her again before straightening. “This is a lot of change.”
Mia gazed up at her for a moment and then shook her head like she’d considered and discarded a hundred responses before she opened her mouth. “In some ways, I guess there’s change,” she conceded. “But I don’t know. In so many other ways… It’s like… It’s like breathing. Effortless and instinctive.” One corner of her mouth twitched into a smile. “Being with you like this… The last week has made me feel the most myself I’ve ever felt in my life.”
Chest expanding, Tori didn’t know how to respond to such a profound compliment before storm clouds rolled in to dim Mia’s expression. “I just want it to be good and I don’t mean to make you wait, but I don’t know⁠—”
Tori interrupted her by cradling Mia’s jaw. She hoped Mia could really hear her when she said, “We’ll know when it’s right, okay? Don’t overthink it.”
The tension in Mia’s shoulders didn’t drop. Tori could feel all the things she wasn’t saying in the pit tearing open in her stomach. There was no sense in holding back. If Mia was having doubts, it was better to know now. “Is something else bothering you?”
“Why?” Mia volleyed instead of responding.
Tori tilted her head and leaned back against the counter. “It seems after yesterday you’re preoccupied today. And if it’s not that you feel weird about what we⁠—”
“I don’t feel weird,” she said so fast as if there’d be consequences if she let Tori finish her question. “It’s not that.”
“But it’s something?” Tori wanted to be patient. Wanted to wait for Mia to open up when she was ready. But her gut was telling her to prod, gently and just enough for Mia to understand that she was safe with her. “There’s nothing you can’t tell me, you know?” She ran her thumb over the ridge of Mia’s cheek.
“Maybe we should sit.” Mia was already moving to Tori’s living room.
By the time they sat together on the couch, an energy had materialized out of the ether and wrapped itself around Mia. Dark and heavy and settling in Tori’s own chest like the most vile congestion. Even before Mia spoke, Tori’s aching heart was in her throat.
“There’s, um,” The crack in Mia’s voice ripped Tori’s heart out of her throat and drop-kicked it out the window. “Something that’s starting to feel like a secret.”
Tori held her breath and balled her useless hands into fists. She wanted to peer into Mia’s mind. To know everything without Mia having to utter a single word. All she wanted was to go back in time and choose to have stayed in Mia’s life so that she never needed to be told anything.
“I’ve had,” she pressed her hand to her belly and Tori watched an unspeakable grief crest in her eyes a moment before she closed them, “losses.”
“Oh, Mia,” Tori breathed. She reached out, taking Mia’s clammy hand in hers. She tried to say she was sorry, but Mia spoke first and she didn’t want to interrupt her.
“They both happened early,” she explained, trying and failing to console herself.
She gripped Tori’s hand tighter, blunt nails leaving divots in Tori’s skin. There was nothing Tori wouldn’t give to absorb the pain emanating from Mia in choking waves.
“I don’t know why people say that like it’s less of a loss. Even in the support groups. There’s this hierarchy of grief and somehow just because they were only a few weeks along, I should be able to get over it faster. Or at all. Or, I mean—I don’t even know what I mean.” She shook her head, eyes glistening when she looked at Tori again. “Honestly, I hate thinking about it. And I hate talking about it even more than that.”
Tori watched in abject heartbreak as Mia clenched her jaw. Watched in helpless silence while Mia visibly wrestled down her pain. Watched her stuff it back into the hole it had escaped from.
“It seems only fair that you know that about me, so you can hightail it the fuck out of this mess,” she managed before her voice cracked again.
Tori didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. Just squeezed Mia’s hand hoping to anchor her. “I’m not going anywhere.” Her voice was soft, but didn’t waver. “You could give me every painful thing you’ve ever carried, and I’d still be standing right here, Mia. If this works out between us or not, I’ll never leave⁠—”
“This gets to be a lot, Tori.” Mia’s words were so raw, so anguished. “People understand for a little while, but then it’s like, move on. Get over it. It wasn’t like I lost a⁠—”
“Hey.” Tori scooted closer and put her arm around Mia, pulling her into her side like she could protect her from the outside despite knowing the war was waging within. “I’m so incredibly sorry for what you’ve been through. That anyone made you feel like your grief isn’t real.” She hunted for the right words. “That you’ve felt like you have to carry anything in silence or alone⁠—”
Mia crumpled into her, head buried against Tori’s neck. Tori didn’t rush her. Didn’t fill the silence with empty platitudes. She just held Mia close until she was ready to talk again.
“I never understood the concept of loss before.” Mia picked at a loose thread on the hem of her dress without lifting her head from Tori’s shoulder. “Like that word… Loss. It’s like whoever made it up was warning us it’s not just death—you lose part of yourself too. I’m not who I was, Tori. I feel like I’ve been beaten down by wanting something I’ll never have. By being suffocated in venomous encouragement like you can try again. Like we’re talking about replaceable—” A sob cut her short. “Like the toll it takes doesn’t⁠—”
Mia turned her body into Tori and cried. Cried like she might excise the pain from her heart if she could empty her tears. Tori couldn’t hold her tight enough, but she could keep her own emotions under control. She could hold her fast and fierce and show her she’d never tire of keeping her afloat.
“And I’m just so angry,” Mia confessed, like it was some heinous crime. “I’m angry that I couldn’t hard work my way into this. That I couldn’t want it bad enough to make it happen. That every day someone gets to take their baby home, but I’m carrying some cosmic fucking punishment.”
Tori swallowed hard and tried her best to sound steady when she said, “I’m sorry for what you’ve lost. And I’m so sorry that I can’t fix it. But I can be here. I want to be here.” She kissed her temple and breathed her in. “Please let me.”
“Sometimes I’m afraid I don’t know how.” Mia’s regret vibrated against Tori’s skin, wet with her sorrow. “Eric wasn’t even a bad partner. I just kind of pushed him away.” She didn’t make any move to sit up. “But who can deal with someone who randomly starts crying if they accidentally walk down the baby aisle in an unfamiliar Target?” She took a deep breath like she’d tried to laugh, but only made herself nauseous. “Tori, I think I’m too broken. I think the biggest thing I lost was me.”
“You’re not broken.” Tori wasn’t arguing. She was reminding Mia who she was. “You feel so deeply. Love so fiercely.” Her mouth was dry and her throat suffocatingly tight. “You’re still finding your way back to yourself. That’s not failure. That’s strength.”
“You say that now.”
“I’ll say that always,” Tori swore.
Mia went quiet again, but this time the silence was charged with exhaustion. Modeling long, slow breaths, Tori tried to infuse Mia with a sense of peace. She had never been particularly woo-woo, but she imagined the pain in Mia’s heart easing as if she could manifest it into being.
They stayed like that for a long time. Long enough for Tori’s arm to go numb and the light from the uncovered windows to shift across the floor.
Mia just breathed without crying.
And Tori stayed.



Twenty-Six
Somehow, there were only ten days until Mia’s scheduled return home. When she’d planned her trip, six weeks had seemed like an eternity to be away. In reality, it had gone in a blink and now it felt like she was leaving home rather than returning to it.
While she made the most mundane turkey and Swiss sandwiches for her and Tori, her thoughts drifted. It was hard to understand what Tori saw in her. Hard to believe that she was still interested after Mia yanked open the chaotic junk drawer that was her life and showed her the crap stuffed in there.
Tori could have anyone. Someone easy. Someone who hadn’t glued the shards of their heart back together with basement bargain glue and hoped for the best. Someone who believed they deserved her.
And yet, Tori was there. Still sitting in Mia’s childhood bedroom looking through old books instead of calling Mia out on having done absolutely nothing to pack up her mother’s house. Steady in a way Mia had never known anyone else to be. Not performative. Not pushy. Just present. Tori gave her safety without making her feel small. Tori’s arms around her body were a shelter, not a cage.
Mia thought about the way Tori looked at her, like she wanted to understand her, not fix her. She’d meant it when she said Mia didn’t have to carry any of it alone—and then proved it. She listened without flinching even when Mia confessed her ugliest thoughts about loss and the unfairness of the universe. Tori never tried to smooth anything over with shiny, well-intentioned nothing. It was the first time in a long time that Mia had talked about her grief without apologizing for it.
Mia hadn’t realized how much she’d needed that, how much she’d missed being allowed to speak without someone getting tired of listening. Eric had. Eventually. So Mia just stopped. It was easier than watching someone wince every time she cracked open her pain. Despite Mia having given her every excuse not to, Tori had stayed. Listened.
It wasn’t just about how Tori treated her. It was the way she moved through the world, quiet and competent and confident without being arrogant. There was something so rare about her patience. The way she offered it without expectation. The way she gave without keeping score. She was sharp and funny in the most unexpected ways—the kind of funny that made Mia laugh until her chest ached.
And God, the scent of her. It was rich and earthy and deep. Mia loved the way it clung to her clothes and skin after Tori left. It was grounding. Familiar. The kind of comfort Mia was going to miss.
She was going to miss so many things about Tori. The way she kissed like she meant it. The way she always touched her with intention. Every brush of fingers, every kiss, every hand on the small of her back—it was never careless. It was always a choice. Again and again she chose her, and Mia couldn’t fathom why.
There were a thousand things she didn’t understand lately. Things she didn’t know, like what the hell she was going to do with her mother’s house. She couldn’t think about selling it without wanting to puke, but the idea of renting it to strangers to cover the taxes also made her queasy.
Lunch in hand, Mia floated from the kitchen to her childhood bedroom. She might have considered staying in the main bedroom, but that would have required actually going in there.
Tori was still sitting cross-legged on the bed where Mia had left her. In joggers and a muscle tee, Tori reminded her of the girl in the photos scattered around the bed. The girl Mia realized she’d loved a little too aggressively to be purely platonic.
“I’d forgotten all about Daisy Chery’s insane seventeenth birthday party.” Tori held up a grainy photo of a group of girls in skinny jeans with side parts and chunky jewelry. They’d all gathered in front of the ridiculous yacht Daisy’s parents had rented to take them around Biscayne Bay.
Mia set the paper plates on the dresser still as full of crap as it was when she arrived. She’d forgotten about that night too. Salt in the air and the taste of smuggled Four Lokos on her tongue. Mia’s stomach soured at the memory of drinking the toxic blend of cough syrup and battery acid. She left the sandwiches for later and plopped down next to Tori.
“We got so drunk so fast.” Mia chuckled, attention on the low res photo in Tori’s hand.
“Remember that crew quarters room we found?” Tori handed Mia the picture and leaned back against the pile of pillows, hand behind her head.
“Oh, shit.” A hazy image sharpened around the edges. “It was so claustrophobic and the bunk beds were so tiny!” She tossed the photo back into the box full of fragmented memories. “How the hell did we end up there?”
Tori chewed her bottom lip, eyes trained on the popcorn ceiling. “I feel like you got into it with somebody. I can’t remember though.” She chuckled. “Pretty sure pounding drinks that were quickly banned by the FDA was not amazing for the brain cells.”
Mia dropped down to Tori’s side, head on her shoulder and arm thrown across her waist. “Even through the boozy haze, I remember it was my idea to get in that top bunk.”
Tori’s stomach tensed when she stopped breathing. Mia imagined she was catapulted back to that night too. Back to Mia carelessly curling herself around Tori. Holding her so close while the extravagant ship drifted and their friends had fun on the top deck.
“I was always doing that, wasn’t I?” Mia skimmed the sliver of skin exposed by Tori’s hiked-up shirt. The narrow swath of soft, tanned abdomen below her navel. “Always taking you away somewhere.”
Tori breathed her amusement, even if it sounded more like a sigh than anything else. “And I was always following too willingly.”
Eyes closed, Mia wondered for the hundredth time what might have happened if Tori had confessed her crush. Or if she’d been as aware of the vibe between them as everyone else had been.
She slid her fingers under Tori’s shirt and craned her neck to look at Tori. At the slight touch, Tori’s eyes were already closed. Her throat already flushing with color.
“What if I had done this when we were crammed together on that little bunk?” Mia pressed her lips to Tori’s jaw. “Would you have kissed me back?”
Tori smirked, prompting Mia to kiss the dimple in her cheek. “I might have passed out before I got the chance.”
Mia ghosted her lips across Tori’s cheek and over her ear. “Does that mean I get to revive you?” She shifted her weight and parted Tori’s legs with her knee.
Hands on Mia’s hips, Tori drew her closer until Mia was on top of her. Until she pressed her thigh between Tori’s legs in a way that made a hungry heat surge in Mia’s body. She pushed her thigh up, hoping Tori felt what Mia felt when Tori did it.
Tori’s moan was a faint rumble that trickled into Mia’s mouth when they kissed. The kiss deepened fast—too fast—but Mia couldn’t care. She was rewriting history with every swipe of her tongue. She was in the bunk, on the roof, in her bed. Kissing Tori for every time she hadn’t. Tongue and teeth and breath, the sharp edges of her want only hastened Mia’s unraveling.
Heat and weight and years of almost erupted into now. Mia rolled her hips, giving Tori more friction to grind against. Her hands were in Tori’s hair, on her ribs, under her shirt. Everywhere and not enough.
Digging her fingers into her lower back, Tori urged Mia to go faster. Every swing of her hips made Tori’s breaths come faster. Made her claw at her harder. Mia didn’t want to stop. She wanted to memorize the shape of this—the sound of Tori’s ragged breathing, the pounding desire roaring at her own core. She tore herself from Tori’s kiss, speaking at the same time she cemented her decision.
“I’m going back early,” Mia panted against Tori’s tempting mouth.
“What?” Tori looked at her with half-lidded eyes, her hips still rocking and her hands still gripping Mia.
“To Philly,” Mia explained, because she was no longer going back home. “I want to go now. So I can get it over with.” She swallowed the doubt she didn’t trust. “So I can come back.”
Clearing her throat, Tori opened her eyes completely. “I’m not sure you should make major, life-altering decisions while you’re high on make-out endorphins.”
Mia raised both her brows in the universal sign for do-you-think-I’m-a-freaking-dummy.
“Are you serious?” The lust cleared from Tori’s gorgeous face. “Mia, moving across the country, giving up your job, your house. I mean, this really is a huge decision.”
“Is it?” Mia rolled off Tori and sat up. “It doesn’t feel so big. It feels kind of obvious. Eric and I have to sell the house anyway, and I’m pretty sure Miami has a hospital or two for me to work in.” She scrunched up her nose. “Unless you think I shouldn’t?”
Before Mia could panic that she’d overblown what was possible between them, Tori shot up in bed. “Listen, I’ve always prided myself on giving you unbiased advice.” She smirked, brown eyes bright like the sun coming through stained glass. “I feel like I should tell you to think about it. Not to be rash.”
“And what shouldn’t you tell me?” Mia reached out for Tori’s hand, thumb finding the ridge of a prominent vein.
Tori’s face devolved into an expression Mia could only call adorably sheepish. “I shouldn’t tell you I’d count the days until you were back.”
Relief was bone-melting as it trickled into Mia’s tense stomach. There was only one thing she hated. One thing that made her feel like the world’s biggest asshole. “Do you feel like you’re always waiting for me?”
Tori’s expression brightened. “Only since the moment I saw you in homeroom freshman year,” she joked before thinking about it. “It’s not like I ever meant to wait for you,” she said as much to herself as to Mia. “I never realized I was doing that.”
Shifting her weight forward, Mia eased Tori onto her back before she straddled her hips. “I promise,” she dipped her head down and hovered over Tori’s parted lips, “I’ll never make you wait again.” She teased Tori’s full bottom lip. “Just one last time and then you’re not going to be able to get rid of me.”
This time when they kissed, it was softer. Slower so Mia could memorize the shape of Tori’s mouth before she had to miss it. Slow enough for Tori to know in her marrow that Mia was coming back to her.
Fingers gliding through Tori’s hair, Mia cupped the side of Tori’s face to hold her still. To keep her. To kiss her long and tenderly and achingly deep because Tori’s lips were the only place Mia could put the feeling rampaging in her chest. The one getting too big for its enclosure.
When Mia eased out of the kiss, she didn’t give herself a chance to hesitate. “Why don’t you come with me?” She met Tori’s gaze without getting off of her. “To Philly.” The idea gained momentum with every racing thump of Mia’s pulse. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take, but maybe you could stay for a few days or a few weeks or I don’t know. I mean. As long as you want or can?”
Tori smiled at Mia like she was a precocious little thing. “While it would be the absolute gayest thing on the planet to come with you to your divorce.” She laughed. “I think you might have to do it on your own.” Tori touched Mia’s eyebrow scar—the one she’d stopped coloring in—like it was the part of her she wanted to keep. “I’m not calling you avoidant, but…”
Mia cringed. “But we both know I’ve been avoidant AF,” she agreed before dropping onto Tori and nestling into her neck. She took a deep breath, greedily keeping her scent for when she didn’t have her this close. “I’m just so scared of making the wrong move,” she confessed before she could filter herself. “All I’ve ever made are mistakes.”
Tori’s arms around her, strong and sure and unwavering, tricked Mia into relaxing. “I wish you weren’t so incredibly hard on yourself, Mia. Give yourself a little grace.”
It sounded so simple. The way just be honest sounded simple. As if the truth didn’t have consequences. As if truths couldn’t be more destructive than lies.
“No matter what, I’m going to be here for you,” Tori reminded her the way she had so many times since they’d kissed under the stars for the first time.
“I’m so afraid that this is all going to get overwhelming in a hurry and I’m going to lose you,” Mia confessed. “You’re giving me too much.” She buried her face deeper into Tori, clutched her tighter like she was doing her best impression of the neediest tick. “As soon as I’m gone you’re going to realize that I’m a selfish little cretin.”
Tori stroked Mia’s hair in long, soothing motions. “I wish you were kinder to yourself,” she said, like Mia had wounded her with the insult. “This is how relationships go. Sometimes you’re both giving a hundred percent, and sometimes you have to give a little more to cover the other. But as long as it all balances out in the end, does it really matter? If I give you more now and you give me more later, that sounds pretty fair to me.” She explained it so reasonably, the knot in Mia’s stomach loosened without her trying.
Calmed by the steadiness of Tori’s touch and her breathing and her words, Mia lulled herself into believing her. “I promise I’ll pay you back with interest.”
Tori’s soft chuckle vibrated against Mia’s chest. “Oh yeah?”
“Mm-hmm,” she promised, sure that there was nothing she’d ever deny Tori. That there wasn’t a thing she wouldn’t do for her. “Don’t ever doubt that I know how lucky I am.”
Mia let the quiet stretch between them again, but this time she was desperately searching for the right words. But she still didn’t know how to explain the intractable tangle.
“I’ve been rethinking everything,” she admitted. “How we were back then, you know? Well, how I was.” She paused, fingers idly tracing the hem of Tori’s shirt like it might help pull the words out. “I keep going back to all those sleepovers and late-night drives and the way I used to look at you when I thought you weren’t paying attention. I thought I was just protective. Possessive, maybe.” She was tired of not having language at her disposal. “But I can’t make sense of what it all meant exactly.”
“There’s not going to be an entrance exam,” Tori said with a little laugh, hand still moving in a steady rhythm over Mia’s hair. “You can just be who you are without a label. You don’t have to be anything.”
“I know,” Mia replied, even though she wasn’t sure she agreed. “But I think it’s important for me to understand my identity. To understand who I am.” She sat up.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made a joke. You’re absolutely right about knowing who you are. I just don’t want you to put so much pressure on yourself. There’s no rush to figuring out which letter in the alphabet mafia you are.”
Mia rolled onto her side, but stayed tucked in against Tori. “I just keep wondering – if I hadn’t gotten so serious with Eric so fast in college, would I have figured this out earlier? That I’m attracted to women,” she added with the same stability of a fawn trying out its new legs.
The admission sounded so small, but it was so huge in Mia’s pounding heart. It felt like the very beginning of meeting herself for the first time.
“Compulsory heterosexuality is a thing, Mia. Your being straight was assumed your whole life.” She ran her hand up and down Mia’s side. “And then that straight identity was reinforced at every turn so you’d never question whether you could be suppressing any other identity.”
Mia digested the concept she’d never heard in her entire life. “But you knew,” she said after a while. “You knew you weren’t straight.”
“It’s a lot easier to figure out when you have zero sexual attraction toward dudes,” she joked. “It’s not like I didn’t try to conform. I just couldn’t. That doesn’t mean the pressure wasn’t there.”
Mia didn’t answer right away. She didn’t know how to, not with words. Not yet. There was still so much she didn’t understand. Still so much of herself she hadn’t met.
She let her head fall back against Tori’s shoulder and looked up at the ceiling that had watched her grow up. It looked different now. Everything did. Like something had been knocked loose inside her, and she was waiting to see where it landed.
She didn’t know exactly who she was becoming. Who she was uncovering. But for the first time, the thought of not knowing didn’t make her panic. It just made her curious. And with Tori beside her, she was more hopeful than afraid.
Without a word, Mia reached for her hand. When Tori’s fingers laced through hers a breath later—steady, sure—Mia held on. Eyes closed and chest full, she let herself imagine what came next.



Twenty-Seven
Mia’s Northwest Philadelphia neighborhood looked eerily unfamiliar. The century-old brick homes, mostly two-story twins, hadn’t changed. Her neighbors across the street still parked their enormous work vans on both sides of the narrow road. The chestnut trees lining the blocks were just as green as when Mia had left a month and a half earlier. And yet, nothing looked right. Or maybe it was Mia who was wrong.
By the time the ride-share dropped her off at the house, Mia was sure that she didn’t belong there anymore. That she’d left home behind, along with all the things that didn’t fit in her purse.
Climbing the stone steps up to her porch, Mia was relieved that Eric’s car was nowhere to be seen. She was back to address everything she’d been pushing away, but she just needed to catch her breath first. Just needed to get her bearings. Then she’d deal with it.
Inside the house, the air was cold and stilted despite the late August heat. The home she once loved was hollow. The furniture she and Eric had spent so much time picking together looked impersonal. The walls they’d painted a happy gray seemed more institutional than inviting. It was all too sterile. Too curated. Like Mia was walking into a showroom rather than a place to live, laugh, or love.
Silence pressed in on her from all sides. No music. No laughter. No Tori. Just the faint hum of the fridge and the ache in her chest that hadn’t eased since she’d left Miami.
The lingering smell of coffee in the air—coffee Eric had made before leaving for the hospital that morning—made Mia feel like an intruder. Like the rightful occupants would be back at any moment to find her standing in their space.
Mia wanted to outrun the unease clawing up her throat. She checked the magnetic calendar on the side of the fridge. Eric was such a dependable creature of habit, Mia thought with more nausea burning her chest. Even though they didn’t have to coordinate their schedules anymore, he still marked off his shifts at the hospital. For the next three nights he’d be the ER attending physician.
Relief spread through Mia’s body like sand smothering a fire. She wasn’t going to be confronted by Eric tonight. She slipped off her shoes before she walked from the kitchen tile to the reclaimed wood stairs that led her up to the guest room where she’d been staying for nearly a year. Eric had insisted that she keep the main bedroom, but Mia refused. She’d argued that Eric needed more rest to save lives than she did to run scans, but in reality, she hadn’t wanted to sleep in that room. It was easier to ignore the disappointment of failing at one more thing when she wasn’t surrounded by the ghost of happier times.
She showered the travel off in the narrow hall bathroom and pulled on her comfiest sweats. As soon as she dropped onto the full-sized bed, Mia regretted not having asked Tori to lend her an old T-shirt or something. Curled in on her side, Mia wished she was wrapped in the comfort of Tori’s scent.
Tori had driven her to the airport four hours earlier, and they’d been texting since she dropped her off, but that didn’t stem the crushing loneliness rolling into Mia’s heart like a toxic mist. Desperate to restore the connection, Mia reached for the phone she’d tossed on the nightstand. She hadn’t dated in a long time, and she was sure that being so eager was going to turn Tori off. Knowing that didn’t stop her thumbs from racing over the screen.
Mia: I made it… home(?)
Mia: I already want to come back.
Mia: Or I want you here. Or both.
Mia: Sorry. I’m spiraling. Ignore me. I just miss you already.
A heartbeat later, dots appeared signaling Tori’s response. Then they disappeared and reappeared. Doubt dripped cold and revolting in Mia’s empty stomach. Tori probably wanted to reply with something like get a grip, but she was too sweet for that level of brutal honesty.
Closing her eyes, Mia tried to talk herself off the ledge. Even if Tori realized that she should run screaming from a relationship with her, she’d promised to stay Mia’s friend. And that could be enough, right? The thought of not having Tori exactly how she wanted—in her bed, her body, her heart—made Mia groan into her pillow. She was on the verge of suffocating on hypoallergenic down feathers when her phone buzzed in her hand.
Springing up, her heart lifted back to its rightful place. She answered without hesitation. Without checking to see whether she’d looked like she’d run afoul of the spin cycle. And then Tori’s face was on her screen and she didn’t care about showing every damn card in her deck.
Golden in the afternoon light of her apartment, Tori’s hair was pulled back in a messy, stubby little ponytail. She was looking at Mia with a lopsided smile and brown eyes glistening with the same fuck-I-miss-you sentiment torturing Mia.
“Hi,” Tori said, voice warm enough to penetrate Mia’s skin from a thousand miles away.
Mia exhaled completely for the first time in hours. Even over the phone, being with Tori was the only time Mia wasn’t taking shallow breaths. The only time she wasn’t surviving from moment to moment.
“You didn’t go into the office,” Mia noticed.
Tori shrugged. “I didn’t really feel like peopling after I left you,” she said in a way that sounded so sad Mia had every instinct to drive her ass back to the airport.
Fishing for reassurance like the pathetic little troll she was, Mia winced. “It’s not because you’re sitting there thinking about how to cut things off with the emotionally unbalanced weirdo crying at you and bullying you into dating her⁠—”
Tori furrowed her brow in surprise. “Mia⁠—”
There was no stopping the purge of ugly thoughts tormenting her. “I mean, I’m insecure and unstable and weirdly sweaty at all times⁠—”
Tori snorted.
“Victoria! I’m serious,” she demanded, even though she wasn’t sure whether she believed it or feared it. “Are you laughing at me?”
Tori bit back her obvious amusement. “No,” she lied, still chuckling. “I mean, yes, but not at you.”
Mia narrowed her eyes, smile undermining her attempts at being stern. “So then what the heck is so funny?”
Bottom lip trapped adorably between her teeth, Tori tipped her head to the side. She looked at Mia like she was evaluating every millimeter of her face. Tori’s deep breath settled Mia’s nerves. “That’s just not how I see you.”
Mia hated that she wasn’t secure enough to take the unelaborated response. That it couldn’t be enough that Tori disagreed. “How do you see me?” Mia asked because she was weak and she needed to change the narrative in her own head. Needed to believe something else about herself when all she could see was failure.
Tori went quiet, her expression softening while she looked at Mia like nothing else existed. “I see someone who could so easily give up, but chooses to push forward every single day. Someone who has kept their light burning despite having been through relentless darkness.” She smiled with her eyes. “Who feels everything too much, but doesn’t shut down. Someone who’s trying—really trying—even though it hurts.”
Tears pricked the back of Mia’s eyes and all she wanted to do was argue. To tell Tori that she had her all wrong.
“I see the girl I’ve always seen,” Tori said, eyes dripping with so much awe Mia didn’t deserve. “Brilliant. Honest. Worth the wait,” she added with a little grin.
Mia didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. Her heart had lodged itself in her throat. As if Mia might have missed the fact that she was hopelessly in love with Tori if it had stayed firmly affixed to her chest.
“You don’t have to be perfect, you know,” Tori promised. “You just have to be you. That’s always been enough for me.”
“I don’t deserve you,” Mia whispered, unable to hold back a new class of tears because she was on a mission to cry them all. “But I will,” she vowed.
When they hung up hours later, Mia opened her browser. She wasn’t sure how to search, so she typed queer-friendly therapist near me, in the search bar.
Because she wanted to be better.
Because she wanted to stop being afraid of herself.
Because she wanted to become the version of her that Tori already saw.



Twenty-Eight
Sitting in the guest room with her computer in her lap, Mia drafted her resignation. She’d only ever worked at one place since getting her tech license, and the idea of leaving made her unexpectedly sad. She got as far as Dear Dr. Asghar before she closed the laptop.
Mia glanced at her phone. She had her first therapy session in a few hours thanks to a fortuitous cancellation, and she needed to start getting ready for that. She wasn’t avoiding writing the letter if she had legitimate things to do first. Things like washing her hair and shaving her legs and applying a charcoal mask. What would her new therapist think of her if she showed up with pores the size of manhole covers?
After unproductively killing three and a half hours, Mia sat in a microscopic waiting room. Walls painted in bright murals clashed with safety cone orange chairs and a lime green side table. Marigold Weisz, LPC must have started her career asking kids to paint self-portraits. Sitting there, Mia understood why colors were described as loud. This room was an assault on her eardrums and her eyeballs.
When the interior door painted a comparatively muted gold opened, Mia jumped. A woman vaguely resembling a Simpsons character smiled at her so warmly, Mia couldn’t help but unclench.
“Maria Falcon?” Marigold was already extending her hand as Mia rose.
“Call me Mia,” she replied, banging her foot into the table.
“Mia,” she repeated, clutching Mia’s hand with both of hers while looking so deeply into her eyes that Mia felt like a snake being charmed. “I’m so glad you’re here.” Her energy was so warm, tears welled up in Mia’s eyes. Her new Pavlovian response to kindness.
Where the waiting room was a paint department explosion, Marigold’s office was a sleepy dream. The soft pastel tones and the softest leather armchair that forced Mia to sink in and let go was a nervous system reset. It was easy to open her mouth and unleash a torrent of stress and pain. Without taking a breath, she told Marigold about her losses and her mom and her divorce, all of which happened in the same year.
“That sounds incredibly overwhelming,” Marigold observed, tone gentle. She hadn’t made a single note while Mia spent twenty minutes unloading. She’d just trained every ounce of her attention on Mia like she was listening with her entire body.
“I guess so,” Mia replied rather than admit that she’d been fighting the constant fear of drowning on dry land.
“And how have you been coping?” Marigold leaned forward. Instead of sounding judgmental, she seemed legitimately concerned.
Mia fiddled with the hem of her shirt. “I don’t know that I have been,” she admitted. Attention on the thread woven through the edge of the fabric, she heard herself say, “I might be relying on avoidance a little bit.”
“Who could blame the instinct to run from so much pain?” Marigold said like she understood Mia’s admittedly maladaptive behaviors rather than judging them. “When is the first time you remember pushing something down to try and protect yourself?”
Mia slid down the chair just enough to drop her head against the backrest. Looking up at the ceiling painted a pale lavender, Mia really considered the question. When she looked back at Marigold, the answer was stabbing her like a rock in her shoe.
The truth didn’t just slip out—it tore free, ripping its way to the surface before she could brace for it.
“Maybe around the time I didn’t get into med school on the first round of applications. Everyone thought I would—I knew I would—because it was all I ever wanted. And when I didn’t.” She shook her head. “It was so humiliating.” She shut her eyes, but the tears came anyway. “After that, there was no hiding that I was a fraud. That I wasn’t good enough. That the only thing I’d ever wanted looked at me in the face and said yeah, no.”
Her voice cracked, but she didn’t stop.
“And then it just kept bleeding. One failure into the next. No matter how hard I tried, how hard I worked, I couldn’t stop disappointing people. And then even my body”—she pressed her hand to her empty womb—“even there.” Anger and despair converged to form a homemade chemical bomb. “I gave myself shots, followed the doctor’s orders to the fucking letter.” She gritted her teeth. “The one thing my body was supposed to do.” She blinked hard, but couldn’t clear her blurry vision. “I failed at that, too. And I guess I just got tired of the unrelenting mudslide of shit.”
Marigold’s bushy eyebrows said whoa, but her magenta lips said, “That’s a lot to carry.” She held Mia in her warm gaze like there was no way Mia could scare her off. “Would you tell me more about why you wanted to go to medical school in the first place?”
After her session, Mia sat in her car with the engine running and both hands wrapped around the steering wheel like she might float away if she let go. The two-year-old sedan still smelled like dealership plastic and synthetic leather. It was nothing like her mom’s old Volvo. It was just another thing in her life that felt borrowed. Transient.
She took a breath and then another, visualizing the fresh oxygen revitalizing her blood cells the way Marigold had taught her.
When you notice yourself spiraling, come back to where your body is. Marigold’s voice echoed in her head. Pick something to touch. Something to smell. Something to hear.
It was all about grounding herself, Marigold explained. To fight the instinct to flee from herself and instead, remain present. Practicing staying in her body after having depleted every drop of energy she’d ever had, Mia closed her eyes. She listened to the soft whoosh of the AC. Felt the stitching on the steering wheel. Inhaled the faint scent of citrus air freshener. She noticed the way her chest rose then fell until her muscles relaxed.
Before she started back across town, she picked up her phone.
Mia: I survived. This whole therapy thing might be okay. I can’t wait to talk later tonight. I KNOW you’re killing the game and selling all the things. Miss you.
Tori didn’t answer right away, and Mia hadn’t expected her to. Tori was at an important meeting with a builder looking to erect some kind of monstrosity at the edge of South Miami. Mia wouldn’t have messaged her at all until she was finished with her meeting, and then a business dinner with a different client, but Tori had insisted she send her proof of life after running an emotional gauntlet.
By the time Mia put her car in drive, she had the audacity to feel a little hopeful. The thought was so fragile she didn’t dare touch it. She just let it cling to meager life in her chest.
She was thinking about Tori and wishing she was driving to her place instead. Wishing that she could wait for her to come home while tucked under her sheets, half watching TV. When she pulled up to her house, parallel parking between a dog groomer van and landscaping truck, she was in full daydream mode.
Debating whether thinking about the future she wanted counted as avoidance, she put her key in the door. When she pushed it open, Mia was confronted with the ghost of everything that wasn’t.
“We need to talk,” Eric said.



Twenty-Nine
“Ithought you were working tonight,” Mia said, like that might change the fact that Eric was standing in the living room rather than the hospital.
“When I saw you were back, I switched with Antoine,” he replied with infinite patience rather than calling her out for being a childish coward like she deserved. “I can’t say I’m thrilled to feel like I’m ambushing you in our home.” His kind face was lined with regret.
Mia took a long, slow breath. She wanted to be more prepared for this, to talk about things in a way that didn’t cause more damage to either of them. To run her messy thoughts by Marigold. But a critical realization hit her hard. There would never be a comfortable time to put a marriage to rest. To bury it along with all of the broken dreams and misplaced hope.
“I just didn’t know how else to⁠—”
“I know,” Mia whispered, irritated eyes stinging when she blinked for too long. “This is my fault.” She dropped her purse on the table and stepped inside.
Sitting on the couch, Mia tucked a leg under herself to face Eric. He sat close but not too close, looking at her like he was trying to figure out what had changed about her. A new haircut? A new shade of red?
“I looked for the divorce papers when I got back,” Mia said, because she didn’t know where the hell to start. She’d fallen out of practice after months of silence. After they’d dropped the D-word and broken apart, they’d never managed to come back together. Even as friends. “Do you want me to email your lawyer, or⁠—”
Eric shook his head, attention trained on his rubber clogs. She’d always hated those things, yet felt strangely sad that she wouldn’t see them anymore. “We can go over them later. They’re in the bedroom.”
Mia wanted to make a joke that he’d hidden them in the only place she wouldn’t check, but she couldn’t make her mouth move. A silence settled between them, heavy but not hostile. Just full. Full of everything they hadn’t said and everything they didn’t need to say anymore.
“I’m sorry,” Mia said finally, her voice low. “I’m sorry I broke this. That I broke us.” The sentiment was insufficient. Incomplete.
“You didn’t.” Eric scooted closer like he’d debated reaching out for her before thinking better of it. “We tried, Mia. We really did.”
Her throat tightened like her esophagus wanted to stop her from talking. “You were always so patient with me.” She put her hand to her abdomen and forced herself to look Eric in the face. She hadn’t asked Marigold how to put her feelings into words. “I just—I couldn’t stop trying to make it work.” She fisted her shirt like rending garments might help translate the aching pit in her gut into words. “Even after it stopped making sense.” She swallowed but it did nothing to improve her dry mouth. “And I can see that it was selfish. What it was doing to us was—” She shook her head. “I was just so sure that if I could succeed, then all the pain would have been worth it. But all I did was destroy everything.”
“You can’t put all of this blame on yourself.” Eric looked down at his hands as if gathering himself before looking at her with so much heartbreak in his eyes it was suffocating. “I’m sorry that I lost sight of you. That I put my head down and believed you would be right there when I looked up. That somehow everything would just…” He threw up his hands in the universal sign for helplessness. “Solve itself.”
“I wasn’t looking at you either,” Mia admitted, grimacing at how singularly focused on getting pregnant she’d been. How it had turned into something she wanted to the exclusion of everything else. And when she realized that meant losing her marriage, too… It was too late. “I was just so sure that a baby would fix it.”
Eric gazed at her with shame creeping into his expression. “I’m sorry that I got so frustrated with you. So angry.” He picked at his cuticles, his only nervous habit. “I wanted to move on. And I took that out on you.”
Since they were admitting terrible things, Mia didn’t hold back. “And I resented you for that,” she said for the first time to anyone. Even herself. “You went away and escaped into work and I couldn’t. It was my body, and I couldn’t get away from it. But I couldn’t stop wanting it.” Her limbs turned heavy with exhaustion. “I was so angry at you.”
Eric’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t argue. “Everything dies if you don’t feed it,” he said. “I should’ve thrown myself into you, not work.” He blinked hard. A single tear fell, then another. “I’m sorry we broke each other. In a million years, I would never have thought I could leave you alone with so much.” His voice shattered more than it cracked. “That I’d turn my back⁠—”
Mia reached for his hand, squeezed it once. Then, without thinking, she leaned forward and pulled him into a hug.
“We were doing what we could to survive, Eric. I’m just sorry that it cost us so much.”
They sat like that for a while, two people who had once loved each other. Who were ready to let go after a long-delayed postmortem.
“I really don’t mean to bombard you with all this stuff,” Eric said, words coming more easily. “But I’m assuming you’re going back to work soon and I don’t want you to be blindsided. It wasn’t my idea to make anything public, but⁠—”
“Eric, I think you said the beginning of that in your head.” She tried to smile, even though all she wanted to do was sign the divorce papers and crawl into bed.
“Yeah.” He blushed and scratched the back of his head.
From the sheepish look on his easy-to-read face, Mia guessed what he wasn’t saying. She picked up a throw pillow and tossed it at him playfully.
“Do you have someone?” Her nervous system was over the peaks and valleys and she laughed too loudly.
“I didn’t mean for it to happen.” He paled, Adam’s apple bobbing.
For a second, Mia waited for the pang—jealousy, regret, something. But it didn’t come. Instead, an unexpected calm bloomed in her chest, soft and steady. She cared that he was seeing someone, but only because she was happy for him.
“Spill,” she demanded.
When he was sure that Mia really wanted to know, Eric cautiously disclosed that he’d been dating an orthopedic surgeon for the last few months. He hadn’t intended to meet anyone, but they’d gotten stuck together in an elevator and couldn’t stop talking. The longer Eric talked about her, the more the light returned to his face, his eyes, his smile. It was a light Mia hadn’t seen in so long, she’d forgotten to miss it.
But the elevator.
“No one meets like that,” Mia said, laughing so hard she snorted, her hand flying to her mouth. “She sounds pretty great,” she quickly added, still grinning as she put her hand over his.
“Is that, like, your blessing?” Eric’s question was hesitant, like Mia might be luring him into a trap.
“Not that you need it, but yeah, I guess it is,” she agreed. “You’re an amazing human and you deserve more than anything to be happy. Life is so damn short, take what you can while you can.”
Eric leaned back, shoulders relaxed. “Are you seeing someone?”
Mia bought herself a few seconds to figure out how to respond. “Why are you asking?”
He chuckled, and it was nice to see his smile lines again. “You just seem different.” He tipped his head to one side as if to observe her from a different angle. “Good different,” he diagnosed.
Flooded with nerves at the thought of Tori, Mia’s flushed face answered before she could.
Eric replied with a bark of laughter. “Holy shit! You are!”
“Settle down.” Mia couldn’t control her grin.
“Anyone I know?” He wiggled his brows. “Ravi from oncology has always had such an obvious thing for you.”
“It’s no one from work,” she said because she was a wuss who couldn’t just spit out the truth.
Eric was even more amused. “Oh my God. Did you download a dating app? Were you terrified?”
“Jesus, no.” Mia picked at the metaphorical sticky bandage and ripped that sucker off with force, hair and skin and all. “It’s someone from Miami. Someone from school.”
Eric’s smile lines disappeared, only to be replaced by the elevens on his forehead. “From your all-girl’s school?” Then a lopsided grin. “Tori?” He chuckled, but less in delight and more in some kind of confirmation. “I always wondered.”
“Wondered what?” Mia snapped, surely even fucking Eric couldn’t have guessed that she and Tori had been more than friends. He’d never even met her!
“I actually kind of always expected you to come out to me as bi or pan, or something left of perfectly straight,” he continued, mostly to himself, without answering Mia’s question.
“What the hell does that mean?” Mia was shrieking, but her heart was too busy racing and her brain too busy making sense of all the things Eric wasn’t saying aloud for her to regulate her pitch and volume.
“It’s not like it’s a bad thing.” Eric lurched forward and took Mia’s hands again. “I’m so supportive of you no matter what⁠—”
“Eric, for fuck’s sake, just tell me why you think⁠—”
“Mia.” He gently stroked the back of her hand with his thumb, dragging Mia’s nervous system out of the red zone. “You’ve always talked about her like she was your first love.” His smile was soft and gaze softer, like he held both pity and love in the same space. “And I think maybe she was.”



Thirty
Nine days without Mia, and Tori was already over the gnawing ache of missing her. Mia didn’t have an exact date for her return, but she’d already listed her house in Philly and put a ton of furniture up for sale. The overt acts of actually moving were comforting, given that she wasn’t sure Mia had packed a single box at her mom’s house.
But Tori couldn’t help but worry. Worry that Mia could change her mind. Not just about moving back to Miami, but about wanting to be with her. Mia was talking to her therapist every week, and it wasn’t impossible that Mia might discover that she’d chosen Tori as some kind of grief response. That Tori had been an unintentional means to an end. That they’d moved too fast, or taken the wrong path, or confused comfort for the familiar with something more.
Tori tightened her grip on the steering wheel and turned down her parents’ shaded street. If that was the case, she’d make good on her promise. She would still be Mia’s friend. No matter what.
But God, it would suck to be so close to something real, something bright, only to lose it again. She shook off the sad-sack vibes, as Mia would call them, and sat up. Every instinct told Tori to be patient. To trust Mia.
The last to arrive for Sunday lunch, Tori had to park on the street a block away and walk. Before she jumped out and grabbed the bags of ice she was too distracted to drop off at the house, Tori reached for her phone.
Tori: Made it.
Mia: Are you going to partner with Manny for dominos?
Tori: I’m not playing dominos.
Mia: WHY?!
Despite herself, Tori chuckled. She imagined Mia’s exaggerated indignation over a meaningless game.
Mia: You can’t let him think you’re scared. Or, actually. Maybe that’s genius. He’ll forget how good we are and then we can kick his ass when I’m back home.
Chest warming, Tori dropped her head against the seat. Manny’s only tactic was to do what was affectionately called dump the fat ones in Spanish. He just got rid of the highest value tiles without paying attention to anything else. Tori was going to remind her of that when Mia texted again.
Mia: I miss you. I wish I was there with you. And not just because I miss your mom’s cooking so bad I might expire. But I miss them and being there and playing and ugh I just miss you. I can’t wait to be home already.
Tori grinned, fears assuaged. Mia was coming back.
Tori: I miss you more.
Mia: Prove it.
Looking around to make sure no one could see her debase herself, Tori freshened up her freshly cut wavy bob in the mirror. When a neighbor moved on with her yapping Pomeranian, Tori made the most pathetic frowny face and snapped a selfie.
Mia: OMG YOU’RE SO FREAKING CUTE! COME HERE AND LET ME EAT YOUR FACE.
Tori was laughing until Mia sent her own photo back. Lying sideways on a modern gray couch, Mia’s eyes were soft and sleepy. The lips Tori missed desperately curved in a tiny smile. It was like Mia had caught herself thinking of Tori and snapped the picture without overthinking it.
A thousand irresponsible thoughts rampaged through Tori’s mind at once. She opened the calendar on her phone, desperately searching for what clients she could move around, what tasks she could delegate. All she needed was to see Mia. To hold her and inhale her perfume and feel her soft lips against hers.
A knock on her window nearly gave her a coronary. “Shit!”
Her mother, face screwed up in worry and hand on her hip, was peering at her like she’d caught Tori making counterfeit checks.
“Mom, you scared the crap out of me,” Tori said when she opened the door with trembling fingers. “Jesus.”
“Your uncle has nothing to do with this.” She peered at Tori like she could will herself into mind reading. “What’s wrong? Why are you hiding out here? The neighbors will think you’re selling drugs like that awful Ochoa boy.”
Jarred, Tori pressed her palm to her racing heart and tried to make sense of what the hell her mother was saying. “What?”
“What’s wrong?” her mother repeated, worry vibrating off her like a neon sign. “Did something happen with Mia?”
Tori cut the engine and slid out of the Jeep. “What would happen with Mia?” She opened the trunk before slipping her phone into the pocket of her shorts. In that moment, she weirdly missed being able to stuff her things into Mia’s purse. “We were just texting and I lost track of time.”
Her mother breathed a sigh of relief like she’d been bracing for terrible news. Tori waited to grab the heavy bags of ice and turned to her mother standing in the shade. “Why were you so worried?”
Her mother raised her eyebrows and shook her head like it was obvious. “I thought she broke your heart again,” she said, voice thin like she was trying not to cry.
“Ma, she never⁠—”
“She did,” her mother said with absolute finality. “Although, now I believe she didn’t do it on purpose,” she added as if to herself.
Suspicious, Tori narrowed her gaze. “What does that mean?”
Her mother looked up at her with a guilty wince on her face. “Let’s go inside. We don’t have to⁠—”
“Ma.” Tori crossed her arms over her chest and sat on the edge of the open trunk.
A deep breath and more muttering later, her mother sat next to her. “It used to devastate me to see you looking at her with so much longing when you were kids.” She took Tori’s hand and rubbed her arm like she had when she was little. “I wondered so many times if she was cruel to lead you on.” She looked up at her, eyes glistening. “But when I mentioned your crush. Well, she’s either a talented actress or⁠—”
“She really didn’t know,” Tori confirmed.
“But how not?” she asked like she’d been holding that question back for weeks. “Everyone could see the way you looked at each other.” She smiled. “Your father and I kept waiting for you to come in one day holding hands, so nervous, and finally tell us.” She shook her head. “I thought at the very least by prom. I talked to Rosie about suing the nuns if they didn’t let you go together.”
“Rosie?” Tori laughed, chest so full she might not survive to recklessly clear her un-clearable schedule. “She’s a wills and trusts lawyer.”
“Well, the nuns wouldn’t know that,” she replied with a grin before worry returned. “Did I overstep in telling her?”
Tori dropped her head onto her mother’s shoulder and looked out at the residential street. “No,” she decided. “The truth needed to come out sometime, and I don’t know that I would have ever had the guts to do it.”
Her mother patted her hand. “Your guts are plenty good.”
Before her mom remembered that a few yards away a cooler was waiting to be refilled, Tori told her mom about Mia’s divorce.
“What happened? Doctor stray?” her mother asked more angrily than Tori expected. “Women throw themselves at them, you know. Remember Margarita’s grandson? The kid is a podiatrist and gay. Does that matter? Nope.”
“He didn’t cheat,” Tori insisted.
“Well what did he do, then?”
Weirdly protective of a man she’d never met, but of whom Mia only spoke highly, Tori angled herself to face her mom. “I don’t know that it’s my place to say.”
“Now you have to tell me.” Her face flashed with maternal concern. “I love that girl like a daughter.” A smile shone briefly through the worry. “And one day soon it will be official, you’ll see.”
Ignoring her mother’s reference to marriage when she and Mia hadn’t even had the GF conversation, she shared what Mia had told her about her losses. How the fallout consumed her relationship with Eric. Every second that Tori spoke, her mother grew quieter. Stiller. Like she was collapsing in on herself.
“I don’t know how to help her. I don’t know what to say to lighten her grief.” Tori’s emotion rose in her chest like a cresting wave. “You should see her face when she talks about it. It’s like the pain is so fresh.”
“It’s not the loss, it’s the surviving.” She took a deep breath that made Tori hold her own. “The pain doesn’t go away.” Her mom’s voice was a distant whisper. “You just learn to make space for it. Let her know she’s not alone in the making.”
Tori watched her, trying to understand why her energy had shifted. Before she could ask if she was okay, her mom blinked hard and turned away.
“Let’s go,” she said, pretending a lash had fallen in her eye. “The ice is melting.”
It wasn’t.
Her mom walked ahead without waiting for her, shoulders squared like she was bracing for something.
Tori followed, that strange tightness still coiled in her chest, thinking maybe her mom needed a little space too.



Thirty-One
It had taken Mia three long months to wrap up her entire life in Philadelphia. As soon as they emptied the house of communal furniture, Eric moved to a beautiful Logan Square apartment just blocks from the hospital. All that was left was an air mattress on the guest room floor and a dozen neatly arranged and labeled boxes in the living room.
In a house full of stuff, the small pile represented all that was worth keeping. In a week, the movers would take it all to Miami and the house would be ready for its new owners. And that would be the end of that.
Mia returned her hairbrush to her travel bag after pulling up her freshly dyed red hair in a tight ponytail. In two days, she and Eric would be standing in front of a judge. According to Eric’s lawyer, the official severing of marital bonds would be quick and perfunctory. What started with the excitement of a huge celebration was ending with an all but silent sizzle.
Mia slid on her fall boots and grabbed her coat from the rack. She wasn’t sad, exactly. It was more like getting to the end of a story and knowing that for years, she’d think about the characters and miss having been on their journey. But there was just no more of that story to tell.
Outside, the mid-November morning was bright but cold. All the trees had lost their leaves early like they couldn’t wait to draw themselves in and go dormant. Like they wanted to hurry and tuck in so they could try again in the spring.
On her regular drive to Marigold’s office, Mia absorbed the gray beauty of a place she’d loved once. By the time she arrived for her appointment, all she could think about was how ready she was to be home.
“Endings are heavy.” Marigold leaned back in her chair, her energy positive and encouraging, like always. “But there is no other way to make space for a beginning.”
Mia nodded, the topic she’d been wanting to address bubbling up in her chest. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what comes next,” she said, picking at her chipped manicure. “And not just the move. Or the divorce. But the bigger stuff.”
Marigold waited patiently for Mia to go on.
“About me,” she continued, wishing Marigold would put her out of her misery and name the unease spreading in her belly. “And Tori,” she added. “And what it means that I feel this way about her. And does it say something about my relationship with Eric? Does it invalidate it?” Mia’s picking drifted to her cuticles.
“Can you identify the emotion you’re feeling right now?” Marigold asked, catching Mia before she dropped into the spiral.
Taking a deep breath the way they’d practiced, Mia rested her hands on her knees. She felt the denim of her pants and inhaled the scent of lavender from Marigold’s aromatherapy mister. She counted to twenty before trying to untangle the mess enough to pull a single thread.
“I’m scared,” she admitted before meeting Marigold’s gaze again. “Not of the feelings. That part I trust. I trust how I feel about her.”
“Then what are you scared of?”
“What aren’t I scared of?” she replied with an unamused laugh. “That I’ll be terrible at it,” she said. “That I won’t know how to touch her. That I’ll mess it up because I don’t know what I’m doing and she’ll feel it. That I’ll disappoint her.” She swallowed hard. “Tori has to be building these expectations.” She shook her head. “After all this time, you know? And my body doesn’t look how it did fifteen years ago. And I want to live up to what she wants.”
Marigold tilted her head. “Have you tried talking to her about it?”
“No,” she said as if it should be obvious.
“Why?”
“Because what if she thinks I’m experimenting?” She furrowed her brow. “Like she’s a phase or a reaction to everything.”
“Is that what she is to you?” Marigold’s tone signaled that she knew the answer.
“No,” Mia replied without hesitation. “God, no.” She looked out the window, where a single yellow leaf was still clinging to a branch. Holding on, even though everything around it had already let go. “I’m so out of my depth. She even kisses like a porn star, and I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m going to disappoint⁠—”
“How did you feel before you were intimate with a male partner the first time?”
Mia paused and caught her breath. She went to prom night. Then to college, the next time she’d slept with someone. It had taken a few months with Eric before she did more than lie there like a starfish. But once she’d gotten comfortable, she’d turned into a very competent sex partner, if she did say so herself. But that was different. She was equally matched then with people who were equally as inexperienced. Tori was definitely not a bumbling newbie.
“Is escalating your physical intimacy with Tori your only concern?” Marigold asked when Mia had been quiet too long.
Mia deflated, crumpling to one side and putting her head on the armrest. “No,” she admitted quietly. “I’m afraid that I’m—can I be blunt?”
Marigold nodded.
“I’m terrified that I’m going to fuck this up.” She let loose all the worries that had been tormenting her. “That no matter how hard I try, I’m going to make a wrong move and hurt Tori. That she’s going to realize she’s too good for me. What if something is wrong with me?” Fear was a vice around Mia’s heart. “What if I can’t make relationships work? What if I’m the problem?”
“Well, you’re right,” Marigold said with a heavy sigh.
Mia shot up in her seat, waiting for her therapist to render the verdict she deserved. To hear that she was unfit for anyone as good as Tori.
“You can’t make relationships work,” Marigold agreed a beat before she gave Mia a little smile. “You’re not driving a car.” She cocked her head to the side, expression gentle. “Relationships require two people. Mia, you can’t do anything single-handedly here.”
“But what if I mess it up?”
“You will mess up. Because you’re human.” Marigold leaned forward, holding Mia in her warm gaze. “The goal isn’t to be perfect,” she continued. “It’s to be honest. To stay present. To let her see you—even when you don’t have all the answers. Even when you’re scared.”
Marigold paused. She begged Mia with her eyes to listen. To really hear her.
“You can’t carry a relationship alone, Mia. That’s not how love works. It’s about building something together. You bring your fears. She brings hers. And if you’re both willing to talk through them, to keep showing up, even when it’s messy, then that’s not failure. That’s partnership.”
Long after therapy, and after Tori had fallen asleep while they were video chatting, Mia sat on the air mattress and scrolled through her phone. She wanted to believe what Marigold said about working through imperfection with Tori, but with her return home less than a week away, the pressure to live up to Tori’s expectations was mounting.
After some unorthodox searches, she ended up on a Reddit thread debating the best way to go down on women. The instructions were confusing and contradictory. Every time she thought she’d found a consensus—like humming or spelling the alphabet with her tongue—two comments later someone else called it a hate crime against the clitoris. What she wouldn’t give for diagrams.
Frustrated with the lack of clarity, Mia considered texting Eric. He’d been pretty okay at it, even though Mia wasn’t patient enough to wait for it to get anywhere. It had always felt fine. She groaned and dropped back on the bouncy air mattress.
She wanted Tori to feel a hell of a lot better than fine. Mia groaned and pulled a pillow over her face. Forget sex—she was so nervous and in her head, she wasn’t even going to remember how to kiss.
All she could do was run through every possible way she might ruin their first night together. How she’d be awkward and weird and shatter whatever fantasy version of her Tori had been carrying around all these years.
Eyes still closed, she tried using Marigold’s tricks to settle herself. Inhale, exhale. Root herself in the present. Visualize.
She pictured the moment she’d see Tori again. The curve of her smile. The smell of her skin.
Her heart lifted—and then immediately dropped back into her stomach.
Because now that the moment was so close, Mia wasn’t sure she’d even remember how to breathe.



Thirty-Two
Every freaking rain drop that had ever been collected for all time was falling on Miami all at once. Tori circled the airport, her attention darting between the dashboard clock and her text notifications. Mia’s flight should have arrived that afternoon, hours before the surprise welcome home party that had seemed like such a good idea a month ago. A party Tori had planned expecting Mia would have time to decompress before dinner.
But now, hours behind schedule, Tori had been forced to divulge the surprise and make sure Mia wanted to go straight from the airport to shovel chicken piccata in her face. When someone honked at Tori for having the audacity to stop for a pedestrian crossing the walkway to a parking garage, she gritted her teeth instead of flipping them off.
This was not how their long anticipated reunion was supposed to go. She was supposed to whisk Mia home and run a bath with all the essential oils her therapist had turned her on to, and ease her back into a world that had been so dim without her. There was no airport congestion caused by hundreds of delayed flights in her plans—no torrential rain or stress or⁠—
Mia: Airport transformation complete lol heading your way
Instead of telling Tori that she’d rather postpone the festivities, Mia had insisted she could get ready at the airport. Despite being divorced, Eric had kept her on his fancy airline lounge membership. Tori wouldn’t have believed anything in MIA could be so nice, but the photos of a spa-like, private bathroom complete with shower had looked legit. For the last hour while Tori circled one of the first levels of hell, Mia had made the most of her toiletry bag.
Heart racing, Tori started her final lap around the enormous airport. Palms sweaty and mouth dry, she reminded herself that she wasn’t picking up a stranger. It was Mia. Her Mia. And she was home.
Through sheets of rain pelting the Jeep, a blurry flash of red snagged Tori’s attention. Battling aggressive drivers and irate travelers, she crossed lanes of gridlock to get to Mia. Cutting between a van and a sedan, she wedged her Jeep sideways and parked in a no parking zone that was mercifully protected from the storm.
Mia greeted her with a blinding smile before leaving her suitcase on the curb. In a simple black dress, she ran toward Tori while she was still getting out of the driver’s seat. They met in the glow of the Jeep’s headlights while constant honking along with multilingual curses echoed behind them.
Mia slammed into her so hard Tori stumbled back a step, hands locking around her waist. She moved instinctively, holding Mia close enough to crush. She’d been waiting for this moment since Mia left. Waiting for this weight, this heat.
The chaos washed away. All Tori could hear was the sound Mia made when she buried her face in her neck. The flutter of her breath. The tiny sigh that slipped inside Tori’s chest like a key crafted for a lock.
And then Mia’s lips were on Tori’s, soft and warm and hers.
“I can’t believe this is real.” Mia slipped her fingers through Tori’s hair and pulled her down to another kiss. “Am I really here?” she whispered against Tori’s parched lips.
“You’re here.” Tori took a deep breath, losing and finding herself in Mia’s eyes—in the green vines woven through deep, rich soil. Every time she looked at her, Tori’s heart raced even as her soul settled. It was falling and landing all at once. “And I’m never letting you go again.”
Mia grinned before kissing her again. Desperate. Deep. True. Like she was trying to slash her way through skin and bone to get to the very core of her. Like Tori should tell everyone to have a nice dinner on her while she greedily took Mia for herself.
“Okay,” Mia groaned against Tori’s lips like it hurt to pull away. “We should probably go before you make me do something incredibly inappropriate in public.”
Tori laughed—her first real laugh in months. She bit her bottom lip but it didn’t smother her smile. “I guess voyeurism is a lot for a first time,” she joked.
Eyes springing open in surprise, Mia cackled. “Filthy!” She glanced at Tori’s lips, her throat, the collarbones exposed by her loose button-down shirt. Her hot gaze was a slow unraveling, a peeling back of every thread of Tori’s clothes. Every stitch.
“Hey! Ellen and Melissa!” A man shouted at them from an open passenger window. “You wanna move it along so I can pick up my wife too?”
Tori was about to tell the man that they were moving when Mia beat her to it. “Excuse me?” Mia gasped, face dressed up in insult.
In the space of a racing heartbeat, the heat drained from Tori’s body. Was Mia actually offended? Not at the man, but at being labeled? But then Mia laughed and Tori’s dread disappeared.
“Sir, I am much more of a Sarah Paulson.” With a flourish, Mia grabbed her bag and took Tori’s hand. She interlaced their fingers and held her like a proclamation. Like a booming declaration.
The rain followed them all the way to the Italian restaurant near Mia’s house, but Tori couldn’t find a single fuck to give about being late anymore. When they walked into the private dining room she’d reserved for the occasion, Mia’s hand still in hers, Tori was floating.
At Mia’s return, a dozen people stood and cheered and yelled surprise, even though it was no longer a surprise. Holding the center of attention like a sun at the center of the solar system, Mia shone.
And Tori watched her from the corner where Daniela’s new husband and two other dudes were talking about golf. Comfortable standing back and quietly observing, Tori held the sweating glass of Prosecco someone handed her and locked onto Mia like she was gravity. Her smile the inescapable force of attraction.
God, she was so beautiful when she smiled like that. When she threw her head back and laughed with her whole chest. When she grabbed someone’s face with both hands and kissed their cheeks like she’d been gone for years instead of a few months. She was dazzling. Effortless. Loud in the way Tori could never be—not without rehearsing, not without faking.
Tori’s chest ached with how much she loved her. And how badly she wanted to get the hell out of there.
Not because she didn’t want this. She planned this. But now that Mia was here, right in front of her, all Tori could think about was peeling the black dress over her head and throwing it to the floor. She wanted quiet. She wanted every inch of Mia. Every whisper of her breath. Every drip of her perfume.
Dinner was decent and Tori was happy to nurse her mocktail so that Mia and Daniela and a few others could drink shots like they were still in college. So they could laugh and reminisce and have hangovers tomorrow.
It was easy to slip away from the conversation Tori was barely participating in when she needed a break from the noise. She left the private room to find the server and pay the hefty bill. She was pulling open the door of a single-stall bathroom when Mia came up behind her and pushed her inside.
“What the hell are you doing?” Tori asked with a startled laugh when Mia locked the door behind her.
Mia didn’t speak as she stalked toward her, looking at her like she was starving. She didn’t speak when she pushed Tori against the sink and grabbed her hips, didn’t speak when she crashed her mouth to hers.
Sinking her teeth into Tori’s bottom lip, Mia tugged hard before kissing her again. Before claiming her with her tequila-soaked tongue and her hands on Tori’s belt.
“Mia,” Tori panted, drunk on her kiss and unsure of what she meant to say. Her thoughts were a spiral; her body was on fire.
“If you don’t take me home.” Mia grabbed her by the wrist. “Right fucking now.” She guided Tori’s hand under her dress, her thigh smooth and hot and devastating. “I’m going to die.” She left Tori’s hand under the fabric and kissed her hard enough to bruise.
“I don’t know.” Tori dug her blunt nails into the soft swell of Mia’s ass. “You feel pretty alive to me.”
Mia’s lips twitched against Tori’s hungry mouth. Her fingers in Tori’s hair curling into a tight fist when she pulled her head back. “Take me home,” she repeated like a threat, eyes dark and alive with palpable want.
Fuck.



Thirty-Three
Rain in her hair and Tori on her lips, Mia regretted her delayed flight. With more time, she would have misted her sheets with some sexy fragrance. Would have lit candles and set up a playlist and done all kinds of romantic things worthy of Tori.
“Take this off,” Tori demanded, hands already clawing at her dress as they stumbled into Mia’s house.
“I think you can handle it yourself,” Mia teased, arms around Tori’s neck and pulling her backward into her bedroom.
Tori smirked into their frantic kiss. Mia imagined her teeth like the point of a blade catching moonlight—seductive and dangerous and mesmerizing. And then Tori was yanking off her dress in a single, decisive move.
Instead of ravaging her like Mia expected, Tori slowed when they neared the foot of the bed. A soft glow from the backyard flood light cut across the room and illuminated Tori’s face. Mia’s chest ached at the sight of her. Her features so soft, they had no right slicing her to the bone.
Running her fingertips along the edge of Mia’s bra, Tori bit her bottom lip. The way her expression changed when she followed the swell of her breast forced Mia’s pulse into a sprint.
“You’re so beautiful,” Tori whispered, lips skimming the column of her neck.
Mia opened her mouth to disagree with a sprinkle of self-deprecation, but Tori’s hand was cupping her breast and sending a rush of heat dancing over her skin. Her touch was so confident, so purposeful, Mia’s objection turned into a sigh.
“I want to see you.” Mia couldn’t hide the tremble in her voice or her fingers when she reached for the buttons on Tori’s shirt.
“But I’m still looking at you,” Tori teased, teeth on Mia’s collarbone and open palms sliding down her hips. “Wait your turn.”
Mia loved the tone Tori seemed to reserve for her. It was deep and sure and completely fucking dismantling. Fist in Tori’s loose, wavy hair, Mia pulled her away from where she was marking her throat.
“I’ve waited long enough,” Mia decided, turning Tori so she could gently push her onto the bed. So she could drop to her knees in front of her parted thighs and stare up at her while she opened her shirt, one button at a time.
Watching her through hooded eyes, Tori wore her lust like the most extravagant perfume. Mia would’ve done anything to keep her like that—undone, wanting, looking only at her. She wanted to stitch the moment into her skin, trade her name, her breath, her heart, just to keep mattering like that.
Mia greeted every inch of Tori’s newly exposed skin with a kiss. She tasted the salt of her collarbone. Skimmed the curve of her neck. Lost restraint when she reached the hollow of her chest.
Tori’s hand found Mia’s hair, the other gripping the mattress for balance. When she groaned and arched back to give her room, Mia followed the curve of her torso with her mouth. She burned a trail of kisses—scattershot, fraying, already giving way to teeth—until she reached the cool metal of Tori’s belt buckle.
Hesitation cost Mia the upper hand. Before she could loop her finger into the leather and pull it apart, Tori reached down. Grabbing her by the arms, she scooped Mia off the floor and into her lap.
Mouth hard against hers, Tori kissed her like she might die if she didn’t consume her. Fingers digging into Mia’s hips, she flipped her onto the bed before Mia reacted to the change in tempo.
“I’ve been waiting a hell of a lot longer than you,” Tori growled when she climbed on top of her, voice so deep it vibrated at Mia’s core.
Parting her thighs to pull her between them, Mia clawed at Tori’s open shirt. “You can at least have the decency of being naked.”
Grinning into their kiss, Tori bit Mia’s bottom lip and tugged so hard it seemed impossible she hadn’t drawn blood. The idea that Tori wanted her badly enough to bruise and break sent an unstoppable ache pulsing through her body.
And then Tori was up, kneeling on the bed between Mia’s parted legs. She pulled off her shirt and tossed it on the floor. While Mia gawked—propped on her elbows to avoid missing a thing—Tori reached behind her back. Sultry gaze pinning Mia to the bed like fingers curled tightly around her throat, Tori unhooked her bra.
In the faint glow from the window, Tori’s body was art to be studied. To be revered. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful. It was that she was hers.
“You’re going to have to give me Dr. Bloom’s number.” Mia tried to joke with what was left of her brain cells, voice too thin and attention glued on Tori’s body.
The sight of Tori’s graceful fingers unfastening her belt made Mia’s mouth run dry and the rest of her grow painfully wet.
“Why?” Tori slid off the bed and let her pants fall to the floor. She stood there a beat longer so Mia could bite her sore bottom lip and make an embarrassing sound. “You’re absolutely perfect the way you are,” she said before crawling over Mia.
Hands gliding up Tori’s bare, muscular back, Mia couldn’t find the will to waste words. To point out her plethora of imperfections. Not when she’d inadvertently tricked the most perfect human being into wanting her. Tossing her head back, she didn’t stop herself from grinding against Tori. To moan as loudly as she wanted with Tori ravaging her neck and rocking her hips into her.
“You’re incredible,” Tori whispered against Mia’s ear, hand running over Mia’s chest and slipping behind her back. “Can I take this off?” she asked in a voice so quiet, it was like she didn’t want to spoil a game.
Mia nodded, starting to sit up so she could undo the more complicated three hooks of her bra. But Tori pushed her back down with the lightest touch.
“Let me do it,” she demanded.
“It’s too hard to⁠—”
Mia’s protestation was cut off by Tori’s hand slipping between her body and the mattress. She’d barely arched her back when Tori unclasped her bra with nothing but a snap of her fingers.
Eyes wide, Mia was going to ask Tori how much practice she had undressing women when Tori tore the garment from her body and threw it like she never wanted to see it again. When she dropped down half on top of Mia and took both breasts in her hands. When she took one of her nipples into her mouth and moaned. When she drove Mia to the brink and they’d barely started.
“Fuck,” Mia panted, hips raising up to meet Tori’s body. To steal friction wherever she could get it.
“I thought you weren’t sensitive,” Tori teased, tongue circling the stiff point before taking it into her mouth again.
“I’m not.” Her voice was already cracking into a whimper. She couldn’t explain that every part of her body was alive with wanting Tori. That she’d thought about this every moment they’d been apart. That there wasn’t a single part of her body where Tori’s touch wouldn’t drive her insane. That the anticipation was so intense, it was pounding in her ears and mouth and chest.
Tori’s grin was unapologetically wicked. Like she’d looked into Mia’s soul and seen how desperate she was—how on the edge. Slithering down Mia’s torso, Tori used her hands and mouth to devour her as she went. Never had anyone paid such singular attention to every part of her body. Lips over sternum. Teeth over ribs. Tongue over navel.
Grabbing fistfuls of sheets, Mia was bordering on hyperventilation. She was trembling by the time Tori settled between her parted thighs. Panting when Tori ran her fingertips so lightly over the thin, damp fabric of her underwear. Cursing when she raised her hips to find the relief of full contact.
Diabolic delight etched into Tori’s perfect mouth right before she bit her bottom lip, attention on Mia as if she didn’t want to miss a moment of her torment. “I guess now is a good time to tell you I’m not going to let you come.”
“What?” Mia shrieked in a way that would’ve been embarrassing if she had any fucking control over her emotions, but they were in a tailspin along with the rest of her.
Tori responded with a touch so light, Mia couldn’t be sure it had happened. Didn’t know whether her frayed nervous system imagined it. Eyes still trained on Mia, Tori pressed her lips to the inside of her knee.
“Not until you make me believe that you want it,” Tori said, showing Mia how deals with the Devil came into being.
Moving her mouth slowly down her inner thigh, Tori didn’t increase the excruciatingly inadequate pressure over the very tip of her clit. By the time Tori ran her tongue along the edge of her underwear, Mia was tearing at the sheets. She concentrated so intently on the weak touch, willing it to be enough, that a headache started to build at her temples.
“Please,” Mia whispered, mouth dry from hanging open, fingers in Tori’s hair.
Tori’s mouth hovered over undoubtedly soaked underwear. “Terrible first try.” She moved her hand, wrapping both arms around Mia’s trembling thighs, and kissed her through the fabric.
“Fuck,” she cried, tipping her hips up to chase more but Tori held her down like she’d anticipated her reaction. Like she woke up every morning and worked out for exactly this cruel purpose. “Please.”
“Please what?” She skimmed her lips over Mia’s aching clit before kissing her again, too gently to do any good.
How the hell was Mia supposed to know what she wanted? All she needed was to ease the gnawing pain of desire holding her brain and body hostage.
“Let me take these off,” she pleaded, desperation making her voice sound so strange through her pounding eardrums. “Please,” she added when Tori didn’t move.
An agonizing eternity later, Tori relented. With both hands, she yanked the underwear down, pulling them off like she was offended they existed at all.
When Tori was back to her position, arms wrapped around her thighs, Mia closed her eyes and waited. Time shifted and warped until she felt the faintest brush of Tori’s full, kiss-swollen lips. The slight contact was a seismic tremor. Mia braced for more, hips digging into the bed like that might do something for her need.
“Tori, please,” Mia cried, clinging to the sheets she’d torn off the bed.
“A little more convincing,” she agreed, measured and merciless and unwilling to rush Mia’s ruin.
As a reward for being just pathetic enough, Tori ran her tongue lightly over Mia’s clit before taking it between her lips. At the taste of her, Tori groaned. Her hold on Mia’s thighs tightened, and she threw herself into the act like she’d happily drown in Mia. Like she’d never tasted anything more incredible in her life.
Mia dropped her jaw to moan, but it got lodged in her throat. Got trapped along with the exhale burning in her lungs. Head tossed back, she was overwhelmed by the heat of Tori’s mouth, and her skilled tongue, and soft lips all working together to drive her immediately to the edge.
Something primal and bright surged through Mia too fast. It pressed against her skin like it was trying to escape. It gathered low in her belly, spinning chaotically—dense, molten, unstoppable—like the core of a sun that didn’t know how to do anything but burn.
Back arching off the bed, Mia’s entire body ignited. Clenching her jaw when she managed to close her mouth, her entire being coalesced to the point where Tori’s mouth met her body.
And then Tori stopped abruptly and painfully. Even without her touch, Mia nearly tumbled over the edge by sheer momentum.
“What’s wrong?” Mia gasped, legs shaking and core pounding.
Tori looked up at her, eyes dark and intent darker. She wasn’t the sweet woman who’d held her close and sent her flowers and mailed her little handwritten notes while she was away. The woman looking up at her had never sent her a good morning text to say she’d thought about her on her run. Had never asked her about her day, or listened patiently while she recounted every moment from therapy. This Tori was calm, calculating, and entirely in control of Mia’s destruction.
“What did I tell you?” Tori’s voice was low, almost lazy, like she had all the time in the world. Like she didn’t care that Mia was breaking apart from the build up. Like she wanted her to shatter.
Mia couldn’t think. She could barely breathe. Memories of anything before this moment were hazy and unfocused, distant like they’d happened to someone else.
“Please,” Mia begged, voice raspy with unabashed need. “Please, Tori. I need you.”
Tilting her head to the side, Tori looked at her like she was considering what brand of frozen pizza to pick at the store. Like it was all the same to her if Mia never felt another moment of happiness in her life.
“Need me for what?” Her finger trailed Mia’s entrance as if to show her how wet she was. As if Mia didn’t already know she was dripping.
“Let me,” she begged, so hoarse it was almost embarrassing. “Make me come, please.”
Tori pushed inside just far enough to send a fresh wave of heat punishing her from a new angle. Cursing, Mia swung her hips, desperate to lure Tori in deeper. To stretch around her fingers and come so hard she unlocked a new level of consciousness. It was so close.
“Convince me that you want it,” Tori said, but this time Mia heard the desire she couldn’t mask from her tone. It only made Mia’s need more urgent. More inescapable.
“I want it,” Mia swore like an ancient oath. “Fuck, Tori. I want it so fucking bad. I need you, please.”
“When you come…” Tori added a second finger and pushed into Mia just a little further. God, it was almost enough. Mia couldn’t help grinding against her, ready to promise anything for release. “I want you to say thank you.”
The moment Tori’s tongue was moving at lightning speed over her clit while she slipped her fingers in deeper, Mia nearly broke her promise. It was all happening too fast. Her mouth and fingers were moving in a coordinated attack to unravel her.
Body tense, Mia tossed her head back. Sweat stung her eyes when she managed a “Thank you” seconds before an orgasm ripped through her. An orgasm so intense that she didn’t reach its end before Tori was sucking her clit and bobbing her head in a way that made Mia feel like she was fucking her mouth. Something she’d never imagined wanting, but the idea alone was sending her into an even harder climax. She barely eked out another thank you before her hips were shooting off the bed again.
Mia was on the verge of painful overstimulation when Tori released her. Kissing a rough line up Mia’s body, Tori claimed her mouth with a kiss so deep it was debilitating just before she plunged two fingers so deep inside her, it triggered another orgasm before Mia could make a sound.
Clawing at Tori’s back, Mia could barely sustain their kiss but she wouldn’t give up Tori’s mouth. Rocking hard against Tori’s fingers, pushing her in as far as she could go and wishing for just a little more, Mia’s orgasm tore through her. She clung to Tori’s sweat-soaked body like she might fall off the planet if she loosened her grasp.
Tori slid out of her gently, but Mia didn’t let her move. She needed Tori’s full weight on top of her. Needed every inch of her body on hers or she’d stop existing. Or she’d float away and she’d be back in Philly. In the gray life she didn’t know was colorless until Tori filled it with something vivid and bright and blinding. Until she made it make sense again.
“Are you okay?” Tori pressed the lightest kisses to her cheek, her jaw, her ear. The tenderness in her voice made Mia want to cry, but she closed her eyes hard and refused to let the tears fall. “Was it too much?”
When she could feel her extremities again, Mia ran her fingers through Tori’s damp hair. She made soothing circles on her back while holding her close. “Was what too much?” She kissed Tori’s shoulder, her neck. “Using reverse psychology to trick me into an orgasm?”
“Just one?” Tori joked, voice soft.
“Don’t get used to it,” Mia replied, gathering her nerve to try and match the unparalleled. “That’s not how it usually goes.”
“We’ll see,” Tori said with intoxicating self-assurance.
It was the confidence Mia didn’t have and couldn’t hope to fake. She wanted to kiss Tori the way she deserved to be kissed. To show her with her mouth and hands and body and words that she wanted her. That she longed for her. But she couldn’t make herself move. Didn’t know how to make Tori feel all the things she had felt.
And then too much time passed. She waited a second too long. Another beat, and then another.
Tori’s steady breaths and soft sounds of contentment filled the silence. She didn’t move. Didn’t initiate more. Didn’t tell Mia what she was supposed to do next. She just rested her head against Mia’s collarbone like she could hear her heart pounding and didn’t want to chase it away.
Unsure what to do, and trying not to cry, Mia held her. Kissed her shoulder. Ran her hand up and down the curve of her back until Tori’s body softened against hers completely.
Tori fell asleep like that—wrapped around Mia, face pressed to her throat.
And Mia didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Didn’t dare breathe too loudly in case it woke her up.
Instead, she stared at the ceiling and tried to keep her heart from splitting open. Because the only thing more terrifying than how much she wanted Tori but didn’t know how to show her, was how much she already loved her.



Thirty-Four
The scent of coffee nudged Tori awake. Struggling to stay in a dream, she pulled the pillow closer and buried her face in it. The pillow wasn’t hers, she realized in some fuzzy part of her brain. It was too soft and she had to scrunch it up to make it firmer. Perfume, familiar and soothing, was strong enough to drown out the coffee smell. But as soon as Tori recognized it, her eyes flew open.
Through a window that wasn’t hers, sunlight poured in so bright, it was probably midday. Drowsy, Tori rubbed her eyes and accepted the truth. She’d woken up in Mia’s bed. Naked. Long after morning was over.
Her limbs were heavy, sore in places she didn’t know could ache. Her heart was too big for her ribcage. Too full.
Tori rolled onto her back, looked up at a ceiling she’d seen a thousand times, and laughed. It wasn’t a quiet chuckle, it was an eruption like she’d swam too deep and burst through the ocean’s surface gasping for air. It was too much energy and nowhere to put it. It was the dizzying relief of not having drowned.
She was still buzzing when Mia returned, two mugs in hand. In Tori’s shirt from the night before—unbuttoned, too tight, and clearly the only thing she had on—Mia smiled. Smiled with her eyes and skin and heart like she hadn’t expected to find Tori awake. Or maybe at all.
At the sight of her, Tori’s laugh returned, but this time it wasn’t so unruly. “Wearing my clothes?” She sat up, resisting the unnecessary urge to cover her bare chest. “When we’re in your house with literally everything you own?”
Mia tried to tamp down her grin, but it was ungovernable. “Since when are you so anti-sharing?” She handed Tori a mug.
“Since, apparently, you’re some kind of squirrel who’s been stockpiling my clothes for fourteen years like winter’s coming,” she said, sipping the most delicious café con leche she’d ever tasted.
“That’s not true.” Mia’s tone was defiant, but her perfect mouth couldn’t shake the smile. “I didn’t take a single thing all those years we were on hiatus.”
Laughing, Tori set both of their mugs on the side table and pulled Mia onto the bed. “Hiatus, huh?”
She took Mia by the waist, rolled her onto her back, and kissed her. Her lips were warm and sweet with coffee. She tasted like sunrise and light and morning. Like miracle and revelation and hope.
Opening for her, Mia pulled her between her parted thighs. Not with the intensity of the night before, but something much softer and significantly more devastating.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” Mia said when she broke their kiss. She looked up at Tori with her red hair splayed over white sheets and eyes so full of the same emotion hammering in Tori’s chest.
Tori pressed her forehead to Mia’s. “Did you think I was going to slip out in the middle of the night?”
Mia took a deep breath that Tori felt in her own expanding lungs. “You know what I mean,” she replied softly, fingertips drawing a lazy pattern over Tori’s shoulder blades and down her spine. “Like, here, here.”
She went quiet again, fingers idly drawing slow circles over Tori’s side like she was trying to find the words in her skin instead of her mouth. Tori shifted onto her side, giving Mia space to talk at her own pace, but leaving their legs tangled and hands on each other.
“I keep thinking about how hard it must have been for you,” Mia continued, gaze fixed on Tori like she’d rather be hiding under the covers. “Back then. In high school.” She looked away. “I just always wanted to be close to you. Touching you. I never meant to torment⁠—”
“Mia, you didn’t,” she lied. “I mean, not intentionally⁠—”
“Victoria, I slept with my hand in your shirt.” Something between a smile and a cringe flashed on her face. “It’s not like I was doing that with everyone else. I just didn’t realize how fucking gay that was.”
Tori let out a bark of unexpected laughter. “Mia, you don’t have to⁠—”
“Marigold is big on me talking about my feelings instead of swallowing them,” she went on and Tori listened. “I’ve been thinking so much about who I am.” She knitted her brows together like she desperately wanted to get the words right. “And I know this is stupid because I was married to a man until five freaking minutes ago, but⁠—”
“Nothing you feel is stupid,” Tori promised, holding her as close as she could while still maintaining eye contact.
Mia took another breath to steady herself, and Tori wished she already knew what she was thinking so she wouldn’t have to say it. Tori didn’t say anything. Didn’t move. She just let Mia talk.
“I think I’m gay,” Mia said, as if testing it out. “And if heteronormativity weren’t a thing, I think I would have realized this so long ago. And it doesn’t mean that I didn’t… I mean… I loved Eric.” She looked down for a long time before finding Tori’s unwavering gaze again. “But I never slept with my hand in his shirt.” She paused. “And I thought it was just a you thing. But maybe it was a me thing.”
Tori waited for Mia to discover her own language. Gave her all the space while never loosening her hold.
“So anyways, I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I was always on top of you. Always touching you. I just... I wanted to be close to you. I didn’t know why.” She paused, then laughed to herself. “Actually, maybe I did.” She shook her head. “And then last night, I had you. I wanted you. But I didn’t know how to do what you did. And I feel like that makes me less… I don’t know.”
Tori could guess what Mia was unable to express. She brushed her hair from her face, focusing on the ridge of her brow and curve of her soft cheek.
“There is no wrong way to be who you are,” Tori promised. “I didn’t go from figuring out that I liked girls to having sex within a matter of months.” She ran her thumb over her cheek. “Be kind to yourself.”
“But I don’t want you to think⁠—”
“I don’t think anything.” She kissed her lips. “I don’t expect anything.” She kissed her chin. “And I don’t want you to move at anything other than your own speed.” She kissed her jaw.
Mia settled into silence again, but this time Tori could almost hear her thoughts trying to take shape. She blushed before she opened her mouth, the freckles scattered over her nose disappearing into a bright pink sea.
“Okay, so, this might be a dumb question,” Mia muttered, looking away from her. “And I’m probably about to ruin the vibe entirely, because, I mean, I don’t know how to⁠—”
Tori raised her brows. “You’re stalling.”
“I am not—” Mia stopped mid-defensive flail, groaned, and buried her face in Tori’s shoulder. “Okay, fine, I am. Jesus.”
Tori kissed the side of her head and waited.
“But what does it mean that I like…” She winced, peeking at Tori through her squint. “Penetration,” she whispered like the word was punishable by law.
Tori bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling at the adorable horror on Mia’s face.
Mia groaned again and dropped flat onto her back, arm flung across her eyes like a Victorian widow. Because it apparently lacked the theatrics she was looking for, Mia grabbed a pillow, covered her face, and screamed.
“Are you finished?” Tori asked after a beat.
“You’re going to think I’m trying to turn you into a man,” she shouted through the pillow.
If they were at her place, Tori would have sauntered across the room, pulled her strap out of the very nice box in her closet, and dropped it next to Mia. Instead, she lifted one side of the pillow.
“Enjoying that sensation is a physiological response,” Tori said gently, but Mia—who’d turned an alarming red that spread over her chest—didn’t look at her. “It has absolutely nothing to do with identity. I want to give you what you like. That’s not going to intimidate me. There are very straight women who don’t like it, and gold star lesbians who don’t want anything else.”
Mia didn’t open her eyes when she asked, “What’s a gold star?”
Tori grimaced. “A very antiquated term that weirdly celebrates lesbians who haven’t been with men, and please forget I said it. I just meant that what you like during sex does not define your identity or vice versa.” She continued when Mia slid the pillow down to her chest. “And, for the record, I very much like strapping it on.” She wiggled her brows.
“Are you just saying that?” Mia asked cautiously.
With a chuckle, Tori asked, “Do you want me to run home and grab it?” She wrapped her arm around Mia.
Eyes darting, Mia’s follow-up question landed like a blade to Tori’s throat. “One you’ve used with other women?”
Tori laughed and rolled off Mia. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know your ex-husband had a penis transplant for you.”
“Hilarious.” Mia rolled her eyes, but her smile betrayed her. A second later, she was crawling over the bed, straddling Tori’s hips like she’d done it a hundred times before.
The way the shirt—Tori’s shirt—hung open, revealing her sumptuous chest; her warm, bare body pressed against Tori’s stomach made Tori forget what the hell they were talking about.
“I just mean, if I had the option of picking what I want…” Mia shrugged, tossing back her messy red hair in an attempt to kill Tori.
Tori ran her open palms up Mia’s gloriously thick thighs. “What would you want?”
Mia’s skin flushed again. Her energy was unnecessarily shy for someone practically naked.
Sitting up, Tori peeled off her shirt and kissed a line across her shoulder, over her chest, and up her throat. When Mia was sighing, hips rocking gently against her, Tori ghosted her mouth over Mia’s ear.
“You’re a size queen, aren’t you?” Tori whispered.
“Don’t judge me,” Mia screeched, pushing Tori back onto the bed and landing on top of her.
Laughing, Tori kissed her and held her close. She looked into her bright hazel eyes when she said, “Let’s pick exactly what you want.”
“You really think you’d be comfortable with that? You don’t think I’d be trying to change who you are or anything, right?” Mia slid off Tori only to straddle her thigh, the warm heat of her body more noticeable. More lethal. “Because…” Mia pushed her thigh into Tori, grinding against her. “I like your body very much.”
When Mia kissed her, it was all heat and hunger. It said everything Tori needed to know—I want you. Please believe me.
Slipping a little lower on the bed, Tori gripped Mia’s waist. “Put your knee on the bed,” she whispered against her insatiable mouth.
Mia obeyed, hair half in Tori’s face when she got on all fours on top of her.
“Don’t stop kissing me,” Tori said, sure that her pent up desire was going to make the move possible.
Grinding against Mia’s upper thigh, Tori let her desire build.
“Just kiss you?” Mia asked, growing confidence making her rock into Tori—her back muscles tensing and releasing under Tori’s fingers with each swing. Without waiting for a response, Mia slid her hand up Tori’s side before taking her nipple between her fingers.
The combination of Mia’s touch and her tongue obscenely deep in Tori’s mouth made the heat pulse and spread low in Tori’s body. Arching her back, she willed herself to grind harder. Faster. And then Mia’s mouth was roaming down her throat, leaving hard, wet kisses everywhere she went.
Sighing, Tori threw her head back, mouth hanging open when Mia’s tongue found her other nipple. It was too much sensation for her to process. Too much to relieve with just Mia’s thigh.
Snaking her hand between their bodies, Tori found her hard, swollen clit with her fingers and pressed hard. Mia lifted her hips as if to give her room, but Tori didn’t want to lose an inch of her body on hers.
“Don’t go,” Tori said, straining against her own touch to stop herself from finishing the game too soon. “Unless you don’t want me to come on your thigh.”
“Fuck, that’s hot,” Mia groaned, dropping back onto Tori and taking her nipple into her mouth.
Tori was already so close, and then Mia moaned while she did something indescribable with her tongue. Tori felt it everywhere, imagining Mia extinguishing the heat burning under her fingers with her mouth.
“God, baby. That feels so good,” Tori panted before registering what she’d said. Eyes flying open, panic snatched her back from the edge. “Sorry. That’s weird.”
Mia looked up at her, mouth open and the tip of her tongue teasing Tori’s hard nipple. She didn’t so much as blink when she traded Tori’s breast for her lips.
“It’s not weird,” she promised, her usually deep voice raspier than Tori had ever heard it. She pressed her thigh into Tori, jumpstarting her still fingers back into action. “I like it.” She hovered over Tori’s mouth, taunting her with a kiss just out of reach. “I want you to call me baby when you come.”
Then she kissed her. Moaned into her. And pushed Tori over the edge she’d been clinging to.



Thirty-Five
“Itold her not to make a fuss,” Tori said when they pulled up to her parents’ house on Sunday afternoon.
Cars lined every available inch of space on the residential street—and probably the connecting ones too. They had left a space open in the driveway, and Mia imagined Rita warning everyone not to park there. Her heart soared at the feeling of being welcomed home again.
“I like a fuss.” Mia leaned across Tori’s center console and kissed her on the cheek before jumping out of the passenger side.
Flowers in hand, Mia led the way around the house to the side gate. She was already dancing to the salsa music serenading the entire neighborhood when she pulled the tricky door open and let Tori inside first. For the sake of decency, she tried not to leer but Tori looked so good in her salmon shorts and thin white T-shirt.
Her mouth watered at the unmistakable aroma of a whole pig that had probably been roasting since dawn. The air was thick with the scent of the sour orange and garlic marinade Mia could practically taste. She hadn’t had lechón like that in so long, and she hoped it was nearly ready.
“They’re here!” someone called from under an even bigger tent than usual.
Cheers and clapping erupted, drowning out Marc Anthony’s crooning. And then Mia was swallowed by a wave of crushing hugs and warm kisses—the kind of reception that made her think maybe she should uproot her life more often.
A few hours later, Mia had already eaten, but couldn’t resist a bite of crunchy pork skin Tori’s dad had saved for her. Two sweating plastic cups of white sangria in hand, Mia found Tori sitting with her uncles.
One of them was telling some exaggerated story about having caught a marlin while fishing before his son corrected him that it was a barracuda and he’d screamed like a baby while getting the hook out of its mouth to throw it back in. Tori’s uncle retaliated by telling everyone how the kid had accidentally sexted his mother instead of his girlfriend.
Mia hadn’t laughed that hard in months. Maybe years. Maybe ever. Sitting on Tori’s lap, surrounded by so much love it was almost too much, Mia had never felt so deeply herself. And then Rita caught the corner of her eye.
As soon as Mia glanced in her direction, Tori’s mom gestured for her to come inside the house. Not many things had changed since Mia had last been in Tori’s childhood home, including being relegated to the backyard during big gatherings. The only time anyone went inside was to use the guest bathroom next to the sliding glass door.
But as she was summoned inside, it was clear Rita wasn’t worried about muddy shoes on her white tile floors—not like usual. Scanning her face from across the yard, Mia couldn’t read her expression. That alone was concerning because Rita was always so joyful. With a kiss to Tori’s temple, Mia told her she’d be right back and hoped it was true.
Mia slid the glass door shut behind her, and the party noise cut off so suddenly it was like leaving it all behind. Outside, it was all heat and laughter and clinking dominoes. Inside, the house was cold and quiet.
Rita called for her from the back of the house, and Mia made herself move toward her. Each step was heavier than the last. A thousand possibilities ran through Mia’s mind, and none of them were good.
Down a narrow hallway, toward Rita’s bedroom, Mia prepared to defend herself. Running through all the wrong words, she wanted to explain that she wasn’t some straight girl playing with Tori’s emotions. Explain that she’d never meant to hurt her when they were kids, that she would never have done it on purpose.
Sitting on the edge of an ornate bed dressed in a bright floral print, Rita was holding her hands in her lap. “Ven, mija. Sit down with me.”
Nothing about Rita’s demeanor put Mia at ease. She was sure the woman was going to tell her—with a heavy heart—to get lost. Fighting the desire to puke, Mia sat and prepared to be told what a self-centered asshole she’d been. Prepared not to argue with the facts.
“I’m sure this is the wrong time,” Rita started when Mia sat next to her. “I don’t mean to ruin your welcome home party,” she added, like she wasn’t the one who’d planned it.
The thought made Mia relax her shoulders. Why would Rita plan a whole thing for her, just to tell her she didn’t approve? She swallowed hard enough to return the moisture to her mouth, sweaty palms pressed against her jeans.
“Tori told me about your losses,” she breathed like she hated speaking the words, eyes already glistening when she met Mia’s. “I am so sorry.” She reached over and took one of Mia’s hands in both of hers.
A familiar bang of cold, gnawing emptiness seized Mia’s gut. She resisted the primal need to survive by pushing it away and remained in her body. Remained at Rita’s side when she recognized the pain in her eyes.
“Tori would have had an older sister if the universe had been kinder to us,” she said in a voice so thin it shattered before she finished her sentence. “I was just into my second trimester… And, well…the loss was…”
“Brutal,” Mia guessed, hot tears running down her face, but she didn’t dare let go of Rita’s hands to deal with them.
Rita nodded. “Grief is already such a complicated thing,” she said after a while, shaking her head as if musing to herself. “Loss is the only thing we know with certainty is going to happen to us, and we spend no time learning how to cope with it. It’s like if we pretend it’s not there, it won’t come.” She took a breath. “And grieving the loss of a life still growing inside of you… Well, there are no tools for that. No language for it. Better to hide it away. Never speak of it.” She said it like she was ashamed of herself. “But it is just as important to grieve that loss as any other.”
“I wasn’t so far along,” Mia said, voice cracking.
Rita squeezed her and held her in her gaze. “It might be hard for some to understand how much you can love someone so very small.” Her tears fell and her voice trembled but she didn’t look away. “How you can channel all the same unconditional love and hopes and dreams into them just like you would a baby you can hold.”
Mia blinked against the sting of tears that came too fast. A kind of comfort she couldn’t have expected settled into her chest even as her heart broke for herself. For Rita.
She let herself feel the full weight of what she’d lost. Not in pieces, not in private, not through clenched teeth—but all at once, in front of someone who already understood. Her grip tightened around Rita. When she opened her mouth to speak, all she produced was a sob.
Pulling Mia into her arms, Rita held her the way Mia wished her own mother could. Rocking from side to side, gently rubbing her back, Rita let her cry until she finally reached the bottom of what had seemed like an endless pit of grief.
When Mia finally spoke, her voice was hoarse and barely above a whisper. “People move on and forget. They’re allowed to, I guess. The world keeps spinning. They go back to work. They stop asking.” She pulled back just enough to look at Rita, her eyes red and raw and mirroring Mia’s pain. “But I can’t forget. I can’t escape my own body. I can’t stop feeling this emptiness. This, like, hyper-awareness of what’s missing. Like a phantom limb, or, I don’t know.” Her jaw and chest and throat ached from crying, and she was suddenly so tired she wondered how strange it would be if she laid down.
Rita didn’t flinch. She didn’t offer a correction or a platitude. She just reached up and brushed a strand of hair from Mia’s forehead, her touch so gentle it undid her all over again.
“Talk about it every day if you need to,” she said, sharp but warm in that way only moms seemed to manage. “Call me crying at two in the morning if that’s what your heart needs. Sit at my table and say their name over and over until it doesn’t burn as much. I’ll be here, mija. Always. No matter what. I will always love you like my very own.”
Mia’s breath caught in her throat. It was the kind of promise she hadn’t known she’d been waiting for.
She didn’t speak again right away. There was nothing to say. She just leaned in and let her head rest on Rita’s shoulder, letting herself be held. And for the first time since the losses—since the bleeding, the hospital, the silence—she let her body go soft. Let herself be comforted.
For the first time in so long, healing felt possible. Like she might really mend the gaping emptiness rather than just pave over it.
But even as warmth settled into the long abandoned spaces in her heart, something cold and familiar curled at the edges of her thoughts. Mia sat up, picking at a loose thread on the hem of her sleeve while she tried to formulate her confession.
“I don’t know if I can try again,” she admitted, hating the truth she’d been avoiding. “Not just physically. Emotionally. Spiritually. I don’t know if I’ll ever be brave enough to risk that kind of pain again.”
Rita nodded, like she’d known that was coming.
“And if it’s not me,” Mia went on, “if it’s Tori… I don’t know if I could handle that either. Watching her go through it. The fear, the waiting. What if it happens again?” She swallowed. “What if I can’t give her what she wants? What if I keep her from being a mother?”
The fears had been sitting in her chest for weeks—months—but saying it out loud made it real. Made it impossible to run from. She looked at Rita and waited for her disapproval.
Instead, empathy lined the corners of her eyes. “Mia,” she said with infinite patience. “Tori has never once talked to me about wanting children.”
Mia shook her head, but didn’t get the chance to argue.
“Not once. Not when she was little, not as a teenager, not as an adult. She’s never said she didn’t want them either, but it’s just never been a thing she focused on. You know what she has talked to me about?”
Mia dropped her attention to her lap. Rita waited until she looked at her to continue.
“You. Over and over. Even when you weren’t talking. Even when she thought she’d never see you again.” Rita reached for her again, interlacing their fingers while she spoke. She was so sure. So steady.
“If that time ever comes, if you two decide you want to grow your family, there are so many ways to do it. Not all of them require biology. And none of them require rushing. You hear me?”
Mia nodded, but her chest still ached.
“You don’t have to carry anything alone, mija. You don’t have to have all the answers today. Or tomorrow.”
Tears welled again, but this time they didn’t sting. They just sat there, blurring her vision.
“I just don’t want to be the reason she doesn’t get something she wants.” Mia spoke the last of her fears.
“And what if what she wants most is you?” Rita asked rhetorically, her lips quirking into a smile like she’d already seen the future and knew it was going to be okay.
Mia didn’t respond. She just let her head rest on Rita’s shoulder again. Allowed herself to feel hopeful.
Rita gave her one more squeeze, then leaned back and dabbed at the corner of her eyes with the edge of her thumb like it was no big deal. Like they hadn’t just shared something sacred.
“Now,” she said, voice lighter, “go tell Tori we’re out of ice.”
Laughing the kind of delirious laugh that only came with exhaustion, Mia gave her a knowing look. “Ice, huh?” She was still smiling. “Now?”
“Of course! When else?” she teased, walking the short distance to the on-suite where they both tried to hide grief’s fingerprints on their flushed faces and swollen eyes.
Before she walked out to find Tori, Mia gave Rita the hug she would have given her own mother. With a heart floating with gratitude, Mia whispered thank you, even if the words could never be enough to match what Rita had given her.



Thirty-Six
Tori paced the living room, one breath away from bursting into her mom’s bedroom. She hadn’t said she was going to kidnap Mia mid-party—and what the hell were they talking about in there? For an hour?
As soon as they walked out of the hallway together, Tori held her breath. It was obvious they’d been crying, and it took all of her self-control not to ask why. She clenched her teeth and looked for clues. Neither Mia or her mom looked upset right then, but they obviously had been.
Giving her some bullshit about needing more ice, Mia grabbed her purse with Tori’s keys inside and went out the front door. Worried, Tori followed.
They made it all the way to the gas station, packed on a sticky Sunday afternoon, before Tori broke. As soon as Mia walked out of the store with a receipt for six enormous bags of ice, Tori put her hands on her hip. Blocking the massive ice chest next to the cage full of propane tanks, Tori couldn’t stand another minute of not knowing.
“What happened?” Tori asked, sounding more scared than annoyed. “With my mom,” she specified before Mia could tap dance around the direct question.
She usually didn’t mind Mia’s skillful pirouetting around hard things. She’d never lost patience waiting for her to be ready. But the pit in her stomach had bred unbearable anxiety, and she couldn’t take it anymore. If Mia was going to dump her, she just needed to know now. She couldn’t handle the unknown. Not again. Not like this.
From crying, Mia’s hazel eyes had turned the bright green of spring. She looked at her like she was debating how far it would be to run home instead of answering. But then she took a deep breath and shoved the receipt in the pocket of her jeans.
“I told her something,” Mia said, gripping her own hands for comfort. “Something I’ve been scared to tell you.”
Clenching her jaw, Tori braced for the truth—the one that would yank her out of this impossible, fragile happiness. She’d known, somewhere deep in her heart, that she couldn’t possibly be so lucky. Nothing in life had ever been so effortless and easy as being with Mia. Of course it couldn’t be real. There was another shoe out there, and with her luck, it would kick her in the teeth rather than drop.
“Okay.” Tori tried to sound brave even when every muscle in her body was trembling. Even when she was torn between throwing up and passing out. “Whatever it is, Mia. I want to know.”
Mia nodded, gaze flashing down to the gross sidewalk peppered with black splotches of old gum and bird shit and streaks of running water. Or what she hoped was water. It made sense, Tori thought, that illusions would be shattered in a disgusting gas station with reggaeton blaring from a car so low to the ground it defied logic.
“I told her what I think I’d been trying to tell Marigold,” she started, too far from the end.
Tori wished she could hit fast-forward. To just know so she could go home and shatter and get on with the business of putting herself back together again. She shoved her useless hands into pockets that were two fucking small and tried to wait.
“I’m afraid I won’t be able to give you something you want. That being with me will be like, I don’t know, incomplete?” Her eyes glistened and Tori resisted the urge to scoop her up and tell her that everything would be okay.
It wasn’t that she didn’t want to hold Mia close. It’s that she didn’t trust her knees wouldn’t give out if she took a step. Didn’t trust her voice would cooperate if she tried to speak.
“You are so incredible, Tori. And I know people throw that out there all the time, but you really are. I’ve never met anyone like you. Actually, I’m pretty sure there’s no one else like you in the world,” she said, beginning what Tori imagined was her version of it’s not you, it’s me.
Tori wanted to say that she didn’t need to be let down gently. That she actually preferred to be drop-kicked so she could get a head start home.
“And you deserve everything, Tori. You deserve someone who’s whole. Someone who can give you a family.” She looked down at the hands that had gone white where she held them too hard. “And I just wouldn’t survive another loss like that, Tori. There’s just not enough therapy in the world for me to get there. Whether it’s your body or mine or a surrogate’s. I just can’t do it.” A thin tear streamed down one of her flushed cheeks and it was like a bell bringing Tori out of hypnosis.
“Are you trying to tell me you don’t want kids?” Tori needed clarity before she unclenched every muscle in her body.
Mia shut her eyes tight before she nodded. When she looked at Tori again, her unforgettable eyes were dripping with heartbreak. “Tori, I swear I understand if that’s a deal breaker.”
With a laugh that spasmed in her weak muscles, Tori took a step forward, relieved she hadn’t fallen to her knees. “Baby, don’t you get it by now? There is no such thing as a deal breaker with you.”
“You can’t know that you’ll never want a family⁠—”
“There are so many ways to be a family, Mia. You. Just you. Are more than enough.” She reached out for her and Mia slid into her arms. “I never imagined my life with kids, but if at any time you change your mind about what you want, I support you a thousand percent.”
“What if you change your mind?” Mia clung to her, body shivering like it wasn’t nearly eighty degrees outside.
“I haven’t in thirty-three years,” she promised. “You are more than enough. I can’t imagine a life more full than one I live with you,” she said, stopping short of telling Mia she loved her with every fiber of her being. That it was easy to trade something she didn’t even want for the only thing she did—though she hoped Mia wouldn’t barricade the road to motherhood. There were other ways that didn’t involve pregnancy, but it wasn’t the time for that conversation.
“Don’t you want more?” Mia looked up at her but didn’t move from their hug.
“What more could I want? I love my job. I have you. One really good friend. Running. My family.” She grinned. “What more is there?”
With a raspy chuckle, Mia shook her head. “Wow, one friend, huh?”
“I know, right?” Tori smiled. “I’m a lucky little shit.”
Mia sniffled and wiped her eyes before Tori could. “Okay, but if I’m not allowed to run away and you’re not going to break up with me, can we slap a label on this bad boy already?”
“What?”
Mia rolled her eyes, but her smile was too bright to sell it. “Victoria Cruz, I’m asking you to be my girlfriend.”
“At a Chevron?” Tori screeched.
Mia’s laughter rang against Tori’s ribcage. She squeezed her tighter. “Are you being a princess about this?”
Whiplashed, Tori struggled to find her words. “We can’t do this here! You deserve— I mean, Jesus, anything better than a freaking propane cage! I had been waiting for the right time. It felt kind of weird to ask you when you were still technically married, and then I didn’t want to spring it on you right when you came back, and⁠—”
Mia cut off Tori’s spiraling with a kiss, warm and trembling, lips swollen and salty from crying. Tori’s frantic energy dissolved. Her pulse slowed. The suboptimal surroundings shrank to Mia’s mouth, her hands, her certainty.
“What an adorably neurotic side of you,” Mia said when she pulled away, leaving her arms around Tori’s neck.
Holding on to Mia’s waist for dear life, Tori was barely aware of being stared at by randos pumping gas. “At least a nice restaurant,” she mumbled, trying to hang on to her disapproval but focus shifting to the truth of Mia’s body in her arms. Of her heart, already living in Mia’s chest.
“This moment is perfect, Tori. You are all I need.” Grinning up at her, Mia sighed as if overcome by a revelation. “You are all I’ve ever needed.”
A car honked a moment before an old man cursed at a soda delivery truck for having the audacity of existing.
Tori laughed. “Oh, yeah. Perfect.”
Mia pulled Tori down to her lips again. “Absolutely perfect.”



Thirty-Seven
Therapy over video chat wasn’t as good as in-person, but it was a decent alternative after Mia flat-out rejected finding someone in Miami. Marigold had gotten her to admit that she might have been avoiding entering her mother’s room, and that if she was going to stay in the house, she should work on occupying the whole thing. That she had to find a way to honor what had once been by making space for the truth of now.
Friday morning bled into afternoon before Mia gathered the nerve to step into the room that held the lingering scent of her mother’s perfume—faint but impossible to ignore. The room, only slightly larger than one of the standard bedrooms, had an attached bathroom. After the kitchen, it was the only other thing her mother had remodeled.
Mia drifted into the bathroom and sat at the small chair tucked under the vanity built into the counter. The bathroom wasn’t huge, and her mom had gotten rid of one of the double sinks to make room for the vanity.
Looking at herself in the mirror, sitting where her mother sat every morning to put on her makeup—and returned to every night to take it all off—Mia let herself miss her. She didn’t open the drawers full of organized compartments. Instead, she put her palms to the cool, stone top and imagined her mother sitting there.
What had she felt when her own parents passed and she moved into this room? This bathroom. How had she felt when the house was hers? She’d been older than Mia was now, but Mia didn’t think it made much of a difference. When did anyone feel ready to let go of someone they loved?
It hadn’t happened right away, Mia remembered. It had easily taken her mother a year to move into this bedroom. Had taken her much longer than that to change anything.
With a deep breath, Mia stood. She’d come back, she vowed, but today wasn’t the day to move her mother’s things. Impressed that she’d existed in her mother’s space without breaking down, she walked out of the room, but this time she didn’t close the door behind her.
She was in the pool house, sweating her ass off while she hauled out box after box of stuff suitable for donation when she heard Tori’s voice. Glancing at her phone for the time, Mia cursed.
“You back there?” Tori called.
“Yeah!”
Mia stepped out into the quickly fading day, messy hair piled on her head where it wasn’t plastered to her forehead and neck. In a dust-covered T-shirt and shorts, she wasn’t exactly ready to go. Tori, however, looked sleek with her hair combed back and held in place with product. It made her dark eyes, lined to perfection, impossible to look away from. In tailored eggplant colored pants and a thin black sweater with the sleeves pushed up, she looked deadly.
“Jesus,” Mia breathed, stepping back from Tori so she didn’t ruin her incredible presence with her mess. “You look fucking incredible.”
Tori grinned with one side of her mouth before raising a single, perfect, judgmental brow. “And you look not ready to go to your own friend’s thing.”
Filthy thoughts ran through Mia’s mind while she looked at Tori and worked very hard not to touch her with grubby hands. “What if we just don’t go?”
Laughing, Tori slid her hands into her pockets. God, was there anything she did that wasn’t painfully sexy?
“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” she joked. “I don’t know why Daniela is obsessed with having people over. Like, girl, shouldn’t you be doing newlywed things?” She chuckled. “I hate having people in my house,” she added, as if Mia didn’t know that Tori would be happy to live in a castle surrounded by a gator-filled moat.
A balmy breeze carried Tori’s cologne toward her, smooth and clean and just earthy enough to make Mia want to bail on her friend’s party. But she resisted and moped her way to the shower.
She only had time to wash and iron her hair and throw on a simple yellow dress before rushing out of the bathroom while putting on tinted lip gloss. Like a dutiful partner, Tori was standing by the door, gift bottle of wine under her arm, trying not to look impatient.
When Tori looked up from her phone, her face brightened. “Wow,” she breathed like Mia was in something more glamorous than a dress from H&M and flats from DSW. She’d always looked at her like that, Mia realized. Had always made Mia feel like she was so much more than ordinary.
“Ready?” Mia rocked onto the balls of her feet and kissed Tori. Soft enough not to transfer all of her shimmering gloss onto her lips, but long enough so Tori felt how badly she’d missed her.
Tori wrapped her free arm around Mia’s waist, hand landing at the small of her back in the most panty-dropping possessive move. She pulled her in until Mia was flush against her. Until she was aching for more of her. In her life, no one had ever kissed with their entire body like Tori did.
“We don’t have to be there long, right?” Mia was negotiating against herself, she knew. “Like what? An hour? Tops?” She kissed Tori again when all she wanted to do was slip a finger into her belt and unfasten it.
Tori grinned, leaning back to wipe the gloss that had left the confines of Mia’s bottom lip. Mia had the strangest urge to catch it with her teeth, but she resisted. If she gave in any more, she was going to text Daniela and fake food poisoning.
“An hour,” Mia groaned. “I can do an hour.”
She was going for her bag on the little table by the entrance when she noticed a plain parcel she hadn’t put there. “What is that?” She pulled the thin strap of her brown leather purse over her shoulder.
The way Tori bit her bottom lip and shrugged made clear exactly what was in the box. Mia’s eyes widened.
“Is that it?” she whispered, even though they were alone.
“You could open it and find out,” Tori teased.
Attention darting between the box and Tori’s mischievous expression, Mia decided that if she opened the package there was no way they were leaving. “You have an evil side, you know?”
Tori laughed, but didn’t deny it while she held the door open for Mia. Walking out to the Jeep, Mia wondered how someone so sweet could be so filthy. And how the hell she’d gotten so lucky.
Sitting around Daniela’s fire pit, even though it wasn’t nearly cool enough for it, Mia tried to pay attention to her friends. Her gaze kept drifting across the pool where Tori was standing with another group. Mia couldn’t help being mesmerized by the way Tori shifted her weight between her loafers. The way her eyes crinkled when she laughed. The way she slipped her hand into her pocket when she was listening intently.
“So you guys really weren’t together then, huh?” Sasha Delgado broke Mia’s staring.
Sipping her wine, Sasha fixed her dark eyes on Mia. Aware of her surroundings again, Mia registered that half a dozen women were looking at her expectantly.
“What?” Mia looked down at her wine glass only to find it was empty and she was a little buzzed. When the hell had she finished her chardonnay?
“I’m not convinced it wasn’t some kind of long-game kink,” Daniela decided. She noticed Mia looking at her glass and pulled a bottle from a cooler at her feet. “Like some emotional tantric thing.”
Mia leaned over, arm outstretched, so Daniela could refill her glass. She was going to disagree, but everything about her life felt like it had been leading up to Tori.
“I had a threesome once,” Sasha confessed unprompted, drawing everyone’s attention to her.
“What?” Mia chuckled into her white wine.
“Gilbert wanted it for his thirtieth birthday. I mean, he hadn’t shut up about it for the last ten years, so I decided what the hell.” She laughed to herself. “He thought I was setting him up. Like if he went through with it, I was going to leave his ass. He almost fainted when I approached this gorgeous woman at a hotel bar in Manhattan and, well,” Sasha shrugged like she was talking about going grocery shopping, “it was a good time.”
“And you did stuff to her?” Mia was trying to play it cool, but she knew she was failing. Luckily, everyone was too engrossed in Sasha’s story to notice.
“Oh yeah. I didn’t let Gilbert touch her,” she replied with a chuckle. “He had a good time, though.”
“How did you know what to do?” Mia leaned closer, keeping her voice as low as possible.
The rest of the group looked just as interested in Sasha’s response.
“I don’t know.” Sasha let Daniela refill her glass. “It wasn’t all that different.”
Someone practically cackled. “Girl, I’m sorry,” she said in a way that meant she wasn’t at all sorry, “but how small is Gilbert’s dick?”
“That’s not what I meant.” Sasha rolled her eyes. “But you know how it is anytime you sleep with someone new. You don’t know what they like yet.” Her grin said Cheshire Cat and her eyes said she was remembering a moment fondly. “You have to figure them out.”
“Yeah,” another woman said, “but you don’t eat a banana and a peach the same way.”
Sasha glared. “First of all, ew, use your words. Second, don’t you have a peach? What do you like? Always a great place to start.”
Mia leaned back into her chair. If she asked the question burning on her tongue she was going to give herself away, but she was desperate enough not to care. “It’s not like I can tell exactly what she’s doing when she’s doing it. So how do I reverse engineer those results?”
Sasha’s usually aloof expression warmed. “You haven’t reciprocated?”
Mia closed her eyes like she didn’t understand object permanence. Like she might will herself away if she wanted it bad enough. “I know. I’m fucking awful. I just don’t want to disappoint her. What if she realizes I’m not good enough⁠—”
Sasha’s chuckle kept Mia from unraveling. She opened her eyes to find her friends looking at her with compassion rather than judgment.
“Does Tori have a problem with how things are progressing?” Sasha asked like she already knew the answer.
“No. She said she wants to go at my pace⁠—”
“Then don’t worry about it,” Sasha said like she was rendering a verdict.
“God, I bet she means that too,” Daniela joined in. “So what was it like? Was it good?”
Mia bit the inside of her cheek, gaze floating across the pool to Tori. “It’s rude to brag, isn’t it?”
Daniela laughed. “Girl, spill it!”
Taking a gulp of her drink, Mia asked her own question. “Did you know you could have an orgasm every time? More than one?”
“How many more?”
“So, so many more,” Mia’s wine-soaked brain replied.
The group’s wistful attention turned in unison to Tori.
“Maybe she can teach Luis something. The number of times I’ve told him not to jab his tongue at it.” One of their friends mimicked a snake’s strike with her hand, sending a ripple of laughter through the group.
Mia sat back while the conversation moved on to something else. She laughed along, but her mind was already elsewhere—across the pool, in Tori’s hands, under her mouth. If Sasha could figure it out in a hotel bar, Mia could damn well figure it out with Wi-Fi and determination. She was going to make Tori feel desired, worshipped, undone.
Apparently feeling the weight of her gaze, Tori turned her head toward Mia. When she met her eyes, Mia grinned. From the rim of her glass while she sipped her drink, Tori gave her a surreptitious little wink.
Yep, she was going to ruin Tori—slowly, thoroughly, shamelessly—even if it killed her.



Thirty-Eight
All week Mia had been un-Mia-like. She’d been preoccupied and quiet. Today, she hadn’t mentioned anything about Tori coming over, so she’d gotten the hint and headed to her loft after work instead of going to Mia’s. As she rolled through maddeningly slow traffic, Tori talked to herself like she’d talk to Larissa.
In the two weeks since Mia had moved home, they’d seen each other every single day. Usually more than once a day since Mia brought Tori homemade lunches. Tori had slept over nearly every night. They’d made things official. That was a lot in a short time even without considering all the other changes Mia was adjusting to.
By the time Tori was punching in the code to her front door, she’d nearly convinced herself that space wasn’t just good, it was important. Giving Mia a little room only meant she’d be able to miss her. How could she miss her if they were never apart?
Her bullshit pep talk disappeared the moment she stepped into her condo and her heart tried to catapult out of her chest. Scattered around her otherwise dark living room were hundreds of little battery operated candles. The mouth-watering aroma of some kind of roasted meat came next, but it took Tori a moment to realize there was no sign of food. No sign of Mia either.
Confused but curious, Tori closed the door behind her and kicked off her shoes. She pulled off her blazer and hung it over one of the kitchen stools. Despite the obvious smell of cooking, the kitchen was totally spotless.
Tori followed the mystery to the stairs leading up to her bedroom. As soon as she hit the first step, she heard music playing softly. Training her ear on the sound, Tori laughed. Not just any music. An R&B slow jam about loving a lady so well that she hit high notes.
What the hell is she doing?
“Mia?” Tori called.
No answer.
Forcing herself to walk rather than run, Tori climbed. Her heart was racing despite the slow pace. Whatever this was, it wasn’t goodbye.
In her bedroom, more little lights scattered on every surface reminded Tori of their ninth-grade field trip to the planetarium. As soon as her eyes adjusted to the low light, Tori noticed a black dress strewn at the corner of the bed.
Had she come home too late? Too soon? She was debating whether she should go back downstairs when Mia came out of the bathroom in nothing but a black lace bra and matching underwear.
Tori’s breath caught. It wasn’t just the lingerie, or the candlelight, or the way Mia stood like she knew she was the center of gravity. She was something too close to divine. Every curve of her body was a dare. Every inch, an offering. Every line capable of inspiring ancient poetry or war in turns. If Tori could move, she’d kneel.
“What are you doing?” Tori asked before a more pressing question occurred to her. “How did you get in?”
Red hair draped over her shoulders, Mia moved toward her like water. Like waves crashing.
“I don’t know that your phone and door should have the same passcode,” she teased, voice low as she neared. “I had this really romantic idea of cooking you dinner.” She wrapped her arms around Tori’s neck and Tori instinctively rested her hands on Mia’s panic-inducing hips. “But then I realized…” Her lips hovered over Tori’s mouth. “That’s not what I wanted to eat.” When Tori moved in for a kiss, Mia leaned back. “But if you need your energy, I brought you a protein bar.”
“I’m sure I can manage,” Tori responded before capturing Mia’s bottom lip between her teeth.
Tori tried so hard to take her time. To savor Mia’s lips. The ones she’d tasted every day for weeks, and hadn’t even begun getting enough of. But then Mia moaned into her, fingers in Tori’s hair and pulling her so hard against her mouth that they were nothing but teeth and tongue and heat.
Deep, all-consuming need rushed through Tori. She walked Mia backward toward the bed. Kissing her harder with every step, Tori’s hands were inadequate for worshiping Mia’s body as she gripped her curves. She was about to drop Mia onto the bed and taste every inch of skin when Mia stopped her.
“Not tonight, baby,” Mia whispered, dark and dangerous against Tori’s ear. She bit down on Tori’s earlobe just as her fingers found Tori’s belt. “Didn’t I tell you I was fucking starving?” she growled, touch more possessive when she yanked Tori’s belt open.
Cursing, Tori felt her knees weaken. Mia’s mouth melted against hers again and all Tori wanted was to let go, but she couldn’t. With all the regret anyone had ever felt, she said, “I have to take a quick shower.”
“Now?” Mia unbuttoned Tori’s pants. “Like seriously right this second?” she whispered against Tori’s parted lips.
Desire roared its agreement with Mia, but Tori kept just enough of her senses to insist. “I’ll be so fast. You’ll barely have a second to miss me.”
Seeming to register that she’d been at work all day, Mia relented. “Fine.” She finished unzipping Tori’s pants and let them fall to the ground with the delight of a cat knocking something over to watch it break. And then she yanked Tori’s shirt over her head. “Let’s go.”
Moments later, she and Mia were walking into Tori’s spa shower naked and Tori was wondering whether she was dreaming. Whether she was going to wake up in her bed, sweat making the sheets cling to her body.
And then Mia’s teeth were on her neck, and she was pressing Tori against the stone tile. Tile that hadn’t yet warmed from the steam. The cold on her back was a shock, resetting Tori’s brain and reminding her that this was real. Mia was real and hers and clawing at her with the same desperation Tori hadn’t been able to suffocate.
Pinning Tori to the wall with a hand on her chest, Mia told her to stay put. She reached for the body wash on the shelf cut into the wall. Tori watched with growing anticipation as Mia worked the gel to a lather.
She started at Tori’s throat. She worked her way over her shoulders and down her chest. Closing her eyes, Tori indulged in the sensation of Mia’s hands gliding over her breasts. The contrast between Mia’s touch and the hot water made her want to hurry. To get out and have Mia in the comfort of her bed.
And then she eased lower. Over her ribs and down her tense belly and crossing her navel. Tori held her breath, waiting with every nerve-ending for Mia to slip between her thighs. To finally feel the relief of her touch.
Mia kissed her lips, her cheek, the shell of her ear before she whispered, “Turn around.”
Opening her eyes, Tori chuckled her surprise. “What?”
Mia was all curved lips and devilish intent. “Can’t have a dirty back, can you?”
Hesitantly, Tori turned. Palms pressed to the warming tile, she waited for whatever Mia had in mind. Three racing heartbeats later, it wasn’t soap on her back. It was Mia’s body pressed to hers.
“Fuck,” Tori groaned, loving the fullness of Mia’s chest against her back.
Mia’s mouth was on her shoulder, biting and kissing and hopefully leaving a mark. Rocking backward into her, Tori was verging on desperate.
“You’re really fucking hot, you know that?” Mia whispered before grazing her teeth over the back of Tori’s neck.
Tori opened her mouth to respond, but whatever she was going to say was lost in the moan that followed Mia’s soapy hand sliding between her thighs. Lost in the sensation of Mia’s fingers gliding confidently over her aching clit. Lost in the hunger building too fast to contain.
Cursing again, Tori turned her head, the side of her face pressed to the stone. Mia moved slowly, deliberately. Each circle she drew with her fingertips, each long exploratory touch, pushed Tori closer to anguished.
“This is how I’ve been practicing,” Mia’s words dripped down Tori’s neck and pulled at the throbbing she was only making worse. “When I’ve touched myself like this… All I’ve thought about was how you would feel.”
Legs shaking, Tori rocked her hips faster against Mia’s fingers. She’d never had an orgasm while standing up or in the shower, but she was desperately trying to make this a first. Desperately trying to find relief.
Over and over Tori got so close, but she needed to be anywhere but standing. “Let’s get the hell out of the shower,” she begged, reaching behind her to tangle her fingers in Mia’s damp hair and pull her into a kiss.
Somewhat dry, Tori laid in bed, but Mia didn’t immediately follow. She kneeled at Tori’s side instead. Naked and wet and hair cascading down one side of her chest.
“Will you tell me what you like?” Mia asked, voice so soft and devoid of the nerve she’d had in the shower.
Tori recognized the signs of Mia getting in her head. Of her overthinking the moment. She reached out for Mia and pulled her on top of her.
“I’ve been researching,” Mia said against her lips, like she was trying to regain her confidence.
“Oh, yeah?” Tori kissed Mia’s neck, her collarbone, her shoulder. “Where?”
Mia sighed, thigh slipping between Tori’s easily parting thighs. “I found some highly specialized video-based educational content.”
Tori was barely listening—palms running down Mia’s back and the perfect, generous swell of her ass. The realization took a while to get through the thick, lusty haze.
“Do you mean porn?” Tori asked with a smile. “How long were their nails and how much over-the-top screaming was there?” She rolled Mia onto her back. “I need to know what I’m in for.”
“It’s not porn,” Mia whisper-shouted. “It’s very ethical! I paid for it, and they’re a married lesbian couple who love each other very much.”
Tori was still adjusting to the low light, but she would bet her life that Mia had turned bright red. Tori couldn’t resist kissing her blistering hot cheeks before dropping to her mouth.
“I wasn’t judging you,” Tori promised. “It’s hot.” She kissed a line down her throat. “Did you get turned on?”
“Yeah.” Mia tilted her hips to meet Tori’s hand slipping between her thighs.
When Tori found Mia’s dripping arousal, she cursed. Forehead resting on Mia’s shoulder, she slipped a finger inside. Mia dug her hips into the mattress, hands flying to Tori’s back and driving into her in a way that had become addictive.
“What did you like?” Tori slid in another finger, pace slow and shallow. There would never be anything better than the sensation of Mia tightening around her fingers. Of her gasping against Tori’s ear just before she held her breath.
The question prompted Mia to grab Tori’s wrist and pull her away. Before Tori could ask if she’d done something wrong, Mia was flipping her onto her back.
Wishing there were a million more lights in the room, Tori strained to see Mia straddle her hips. To see her take Tori’s fingers into her searing hot mouth, tongue swirling around them in a way that set Tori on fire.
“Fuck,” Tori panted, feeling Mia’s tongue on every inch of her body.
When Mia pulled Tori’s fingers out of her mouth, her breath was ragged and her core was pounding. “This is about what you like.” She dropped Tori’s hand and leaned forward, mouth blazing a trail over her neck. “About what you want me to do to you.” She continued down Tori’s chest, her abdomen, her left hip. “I want to give you every single thing you’ve ever wanted.” She parted Tori’s thighs before settling herself between them. “What do you like, baby?”
Just the sound of Mia’s voice, low and hot against her inner thigh, was almost enough to send Tori over the edge. She was going to have to do shockingly little to make Tori come. “There’s nothing you could possibly do that I wouldn’t like,” she promised.
Mia pressed her lips to Tori’s quivering inner thigh. “No direction?” She ran the tip of her tongue along Tori’s sensitive skin.
“Don’t use your teeth no matter what you saw in your research,” Tori managed despite her dry mouth.
Staring down at the incredible sight of Mia between her thighs, inches from where she needed her so badly it hurt, Tori could have died from the anticipation. She would happily give up her life in exchange for the satisfaction of hearing Mia moan into her. To feel it vibrate through her core.
When Mia tossed her hair to one side, wrestling with it in her way, Tori taught her a basic lesson. Reaching over to her nightstand, she found a hair-tie in her drawer and passed it down to her.
“You’ll thank me,” Tori promised when Mia looked up at her in confusion.
Getting to her knees, Mia’s form in the low light was mouthwatering. No sight had ever been sexier than Mia tossing her hair into a messy bun before settling between Tori’s legs again.
And then Mia’s mouth was on her, and Tori’s eyes slammed closed, back arching off the bed. With a shattering moan, Mia dove into her, hands gripping Tori’s thighs. She’d expected Mia to move slowly as she explored something new, but she used every part of her mouth like she’d been starving for this moment.
Body shuddering, Tori reached down and cradled Mia’s neck. “Slower,” she moaned. “I want to feel everything you’re doing.”
Mia whined, but obediently pulled back. She shifted to something deadlier than unrestrained enthusiasm. Every pass of her tongue was deliberate, devastating. She tasted her like she wanted to memorize her. To savor her.
Fuck.
Tori couldn’t stop trembling. In minutes, Mia already had her faltering over an unbearable edge.
Breathing in shallow bursts, Tori grabbed fistfuls of sheets to ground herself. There wasn’t enough oxygen in her lungs. Not enough gravity to hold her down. Fingers curling in Mia’s hair, she gave in to Mia’s mouth. To the heat coiling tighter and tighter at her core.
Tori heard herself make sounds she’d never uttered before. Desperate, broken noises spilling from a mouth she couldn’t close.
In response, Mia moaned into her like she loved unraveling her. Like she’d never get enough. Her moans echoed and hummed and boomed through Tori’s body like thunder before a hurricane. Loud and rough and warning that nothing would escape the force’s grasp.
Tori was close. So close it was excruciating. But Mia didn’t rush. Didn’t lose her place even as Tori squirmed and rocked and writhed.
The pressure building at her core was an aching need that took up every inch of space in her body until there was no room for thought, no room for breath, no room for anything but Mia’s agonizing mouth and her fingers digging hard into Tori’s thighs.
Tori’s back arched as the tension snapped. Her release hit like a wave—sudden and massive, crashing through her so hard, her throat was raw when she cursed. She came with her hands in Mia’s hair and her body half off the bed.
Mia didn’t stop. She held her down, mouth and hands steady, like she’d known exactly how it would be. Like she’d planned on holding her breath that long.
Collapsing onto the mattress, Tori’s chest burned while she panted. Heart racing while her body still twitched and spasmed against Mia’s soft lips. Every nerve still buzzed while Mia crawled up her body. While she kissed her way slowly up Tori’s stomach, her chest, her throat.
When Mia reached her mouth, Tori pulled her in with both hands and kissed her. Useless legs wrapped around Mia, Tori kissed herself off her lips and chin and tongue.
“Holy shit,” Tori whispered.
Mia grinned, glistening lips smug with satisfaction. “That was hot.”
“I want to watch whatever you were watching,” Tori joked, voice raw, breath wayward.
Curling into her side, Mia held her close. Arms and legs wrapped around each other, Tori might have drifted off to sleep with her pulse still pounding if Mia hadn’t spoken again.
“That was incredible,” Mia said, voice as soft as the fingers trailing Tori’s arm. “I’m so fucking gay.”
Chuckling, Tori turned to her side so they faced each other. Heads on the same pillow and legs intertwined like they needed to stay tethered to the ground. To each other.
“Oh, yeah? It’s decided then?” Tori combed Mia’s wild hair back with her fingers.
“Mm-hmm.” Mia closed her eyes. “I’d like to do that forever, please and thank you.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Tori laughed and wrapped her arm around Mia, inhaling the lingering scent of her own body wash on Mia’s skin.
Drifting as she drew absentminded shapes along Mia’s spine, Tori’s chest was too small for her heart. She wondered whether this was some elaborate dream. Whether she’d wake up alone in her bed, lavender and sandalwood faintly lingering on her sheets to taunt her.
“You’re not going to sleep yet, are you?” Mia’s lips were on the corner of Tori’s mouth.
Tori smirked, forcing her eyes open. “Did you have something else in mind?”
Mia nipped at Tori’s bottom lip, waking the hunger that had barely been sated. “I did bring something with me.”
“Oh?” Tori tipped her head back to look at Mia. “What’s that?”
“A little—well—big something I’ve been dying for you to try on,” she teased.
“Did you sanitize it?” she asked, knowing full well Mia had been thinking about the strap. That she’d probably been waiting for the right time to bring it up and lost patience.
“Did I what now?” Mia’s lips were on Tori’s neck again, her hand roaming over her side.
“You can’t just use it out of the box like that,” she explained, finding her second wind.
“That makes sense.” Mia kissed her. “You wanna do that while I heat up the beef Wellington? I feel like you’re gonna need the protein.” She wiggled her brows in adorable exaggeration.
“You made beef Wellington?” Tori’s depleted body shook with the force of her surprised laugh. “How long have you been in my house?”
Mia propped herself up on one elbow, perfect hazel eyes burning with mischief. “Don’t look a gift pastry-covered-meat-log in the mouth, Victoria,” she said before kissing Tori’s grinning lips and leaping out of bed.
Tori stayed where she was, tangled in the sheets, skin still buzzing. Her chest ached differently than her body. It was too full. Too ready to erupt like a shaken champagne bottle.
She was still laughing to herself, she realized, before biting her lip to stop. It was futile. There was no stifling the force of it. No pretending that she didn’t know how bad she had it.
If reincarnation was real, she’d met Mia in every lifetime. Loved her with the certainty of spring following winter. And if she’d waited lifetimes for her, not just years, the wait would have been worth it. After spending so long holding her breath, being with Mia was the ultimate exhale.
“Tori! How the hell do you set this fancy ass oven to reheat?” Mia shouted from downstairs.
Laughing because what the hell was the point of not, Tori rolled out of bed. She grabbed a T-shirt from a drawer for herself. And, knowing what Mia would want, Tori grabbed her discarded button-down off the floor.



Thirty-Nine
“It’s bigger than you expected, isn’t it?” Tori stood at the edge of the bed, hands on her hips, a rather large phallus protruding from her sexy body.
Mia, on the bed, cleared her throat. “No,” she lied.
“No?” Tori chuckled. “Then why do you look like your eyes were bigger than your…” She tipped her head to the side, gaze dropping to the sheet draped loosely across Mia’s lower body. She raised a brow pointedly rather than finishing her sentence.
“Shut up.” Mia laughed, heat rushing up her chest and over her cheeks. “And come here.”
“Is this how you think it’s going to go?” Tori knelt on the bed. She came toward Mia with the biggest dick she’d ever seen. It reminded her of Jaws threatening the coast. “You think you’re going to pull some topping from the bottom bullshit?”
“Well, what are you planning?” Mia flung her arms around Tori’s neck. “Were you going to ram it in there from four feet away?” She kicked off the sheets.
When Tori kissed her, she tasted like the red wine they’d shared while sitting at her kitchen counter. While they’d picked at the perhaps over-the-top meal Mia had prepared when she’d been plotting a sweeping, romantic gesture. She tasted like hers.
Tori didn’t stop kissing her when she reached over to her nightstand and grabbed something Mia didn’t see. She was too busy thinking about the silicone pressed to her inner thigh. About the worry that this might be the time her orgasms would stop showing up on command.
Having finally had Tori, Mia’s fears about not being good enough for Tori had singed the edges of her mind again. Tori wasn’t just incredible at giving in bed, she was also fucking magnificent at receiving.
The sound of Tori unraveling, the taste of her, reverberated in Mia’s short-term memory. God, she’d been incredible. Looked incredible. Felt incredible.
“Hey,” Tori said softly from above her, concern coloring her tone where desire should have been. They hadn’t even started and Mia was already fucking up. “You okay?” Tori cradled her face, holding her so lightly while her eyes shone with concern. “Why don’t we take a break?” Her hand went to the clasp on her hip.
“No.” Mia grabbed her wrist. “I don’t want to stop,” she promised, sure that she’d never get enough of Tori’s body pressed to hers, of her heart beating against Mia’s skin.
“We can slow down,” Tori offered, voice so gentle.
Gentle wasn’t what Mia wanted. What she craved. Not from Tori. Not right now. She wanted Tori imprinted on her skin. Wanted to wear her like a brand that burned through muscle and sinew and etched into bone.
Mia pulled her in close again. She smirked when she found Tori’s mouth with hers. “Maybe we can do it slow tomorrow,” she joked before kissing her again. “Or the day after that.” She ran her palms over Tori’s flexing back. Not a single part of her wasn’t excruciatingly sexy.
“If you change your mind⁠—”
“I’ll tell you,” Mia cut her off and pulled her down to her neck. “Mark me.”
“Are you sure⁠—”
“Mark me,” Mia demanded.
It was November, and she didn’t have a job to go to, and she needed to make up for every time it should have been Tori leaving an obscene hickey on her fucking neck. Every time it should have been Tori fumbling with her bra, Tori’s nervous fingers tugging on her jeans.
Another moment of hesitation and Tori’s teeth were grazing her skin while she created the most maddening pressure with her mouth. Hand in Tori’s hair, loose and wild, Mia turned her head so Tori could mark the entire column of her neck.
She relaxed when Tori snaked her hand between their bodies. When she bit Mia’s neck harder and found her clit with her fingers. She focused on Tori’s steady rhythm. On the way heat spread across her body. She refused to worry that she was going to disappoint her.
Mia tried to let go. To disconnect from everything except for where Tori’s body met hers. Where Tori touched her like she was hers.
“It’ll be a little cold,” Tori said, producing a little bottle of lube and flipping the cap.
Mia scooted down as if that might shake her out of her head. When Tori slipped a finger easily inside of her, Mia closed her eyes. One hand on the back of Tori’s neck and the other on her back, Mia asked for more.
As soon as she stretched around Tori’s fingers, Mia let out a long, slow breath. She tried to settle into the pleasurable sensation. Into how good Tori felt inside of her. But doubt tugged at her, quiet and persistent, like a current pulling her down the harder she swam.
She knew the only way was surrender, but she couldn’t relax. Couldn’t stop flipping through every moment she hadn’t been enough. Every time something good had slipped through her fingers.
Tori’s touch was warm. Grounding. Like sunlight dancing on the water’s surface showing her where to go. She wanted to kick off the doubt dragging her by the ankles. She wanted to rise to meet her. To stop holding her breath. To be in her own body.
“I can hear you thinking,” Tori whispered. She held herself off Mia’s chest and met her eyes. “What are you thinking?”
The furrow in Tori’s brow told her that there was nothing she wouldn’t do for her. All Mia wanted was to desperately believe that she could stay here forever. Be hers forever.
“I’ve never wanted this before,” Mia’s lips admitted before her brain gave permission. “I don’t want you to think I’m weird.”
“Tell me,” Tori whispered, forehead pressed to hers. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t give you.”
Cutting herself loose from the fear coiled around her legs and chest and throat, Mia said, “I want you to tell me I’m yours.” She waited for Tori to look her in the eye again. To show her that she meant it. “I want you to make me feel it in my fucking marrow.”
Tori kissed her again. Kissed her with the kind of hunger that didn’t ask—it took. It already owned.
Deep and slow, Tori claimed every inch of her mouth before she demanded, “Turn around.”
Eager to comply, Mia flipped onto her stomach, but Tori didn’t leave her there. She grabbed her by the hips, touch steady and sure, and pulled her to her knees without any help from Mia.
“Fuck,” Mia gasped when she felt something much bigger than Tori’s fingers press against her entrance.
She held her breath, heart pounding when she closed her eyes. But instead of Tori pushing inside like she expected, she teased her. Spreading the combination of Mia’s arousal and lube up and down her aching center, Tori took her time. Took so long that every time she brushed her clit, every time she pulled back up to her entrance but didn’t go inside, Mia’s anticipation rocketed.
By the time Tori finally pushed in just a little, Mia was begging for it. Her thighs trembling for it. Her heart hammering for it.
Mouth hanging open in a silent cry, Mia couldn’t make a sound while Tori filled her. She moved an inch at a time while Mia stretched and adjusted. The moment Tori’s hips were finally flush against her, Mia made the mistake of thinking she knew what would come next.
With a hard slap to Mia’s ass, Tori pulled all the way out and suddenly entered Mia completely. The unexpected move knocked all the air out of Mia’s lungs. She dropped to her elbows, entire being trained on Tori moving hard inside of her, but Tori had other plans.
Hand in Mia’s hair, Tori yanked her back hard, hips never stopping their rhythm. Back bowed, Mia did her best to balance herself on unsteady knees.
“You’re mine,” Tori growled in her ear.
Mia moaned. She reached back to grab Tori’s hip. To show her she could fuck her harder.
“Your body is mine.” Tori planted one foot on the bed and thrust harder into Mia. Faster. “Your pussy is mine.”
Mia cried, electric need racing through her entire body, pounding and pulsing and screaming for relief.
“Your orgasm is mine.” Tori yanked Mia’s head back until she could look at Tori—if she could force herself to open her eyes. If she had any control over any part of her body. “So fucking give it to me.”
Tori bit into Mia’s shoulder, sucking hard enough to draw blood while she continued her punishing pace. Every deep thrust pushed Mia closer to the unstoppable edge, but this time she kept herself off of it on purpose. She wanted to make the moment last until she broke.
“Give it to me,” Tori demanded again, openly annoyed at Mia’s defiance.
“Fuck,” Mia panted, throat and chest already raw.
Tori reached to her side, pausing long enough for Mia to open her eyes. The sound of a vibrator made Mia’s eyes widen, and then Tori pressed it to her aching clit and they slammed closed again.
Mia wanted to fall forward onto the bed, but Tori held her in place by her hair. Held her pressed to her chest. Held her so tight that she’d never be able to go anywhere else. Held her like she swore to keep her.
“Tell me you’re mine.” Tori bit Mia’s ear.
“I’m yours,” she stammered, overwhelmed by so many sensations at once.
“Tell me again,” she demanded, pressing the vibrator directly over Mia’s clit in what was almost too much. Something somewhere in the blurry line between pleasure and pain.
Mia said it over and over until the words lost their meaning. Until they blended into her pleas for release.
“Give it to me,” Tori demanded, sweat making them both slippery but nothing made her slow her intense pace. “Give me what’s mine.”
Crumbling forward, Mia rocked backward into Tori. Once. Twice. She took the vibrator from Tori and shifted its placement. When she came, she was screaming Tori’s name and begging her to believe that she was hers.
Completely inside of her, Tori only moved in the smallest increments while Mia clenched and spasmed around her. While she trembled and cursed and tried not to die.
Before Tori eased out of her, she kissed a line up her back. She was at her shoulder blade when she whispered, “Good girl.”
“Jesus,” Mia whimpered, dropping onto her side with just enough energy to turn off the vibrator. She didn’t let Tori take the harness off. She pulled her in close instead.
Understanding what she needed, Tori was still catching her breath when she wrapped her arms around her.
“Are you okay?” Tori soothed Mia’s hair back and kissed her damp forehead. “Too much?”
Mia shook her head and buried her face in Tori’s neck. She inhaled the scent of her skin and resisted the urge to cry. She wasn’t sad, but the emotions expanding in her chest were overwhelming.
“I didn’t know it could be like this,” she said, meaning so many different things at once. So many things she didn’t have the language to name.
“It can be like anything you want,” Tori replied like it was just that simple.
Mia closed her eyes and breathed her in. She didn’t say it.
She didn’t tell Tori she loved her. Even as it blazed a hole through her sternum.
Mia wanted to be everything for her. She wanted to be the reason Tori’s chest ached in the best way. The person she thought about when folding laundry or waking up too early or driving home in traffic. She wanted to be her soft place. Her spark. Her reason.
She couldn’t have imagined it was possible to feel this full. This seen. This fucking happy.
Giddy and delirious, Mia felt drunk when she asked, “So… can I try wearing it?”
Tori laughed before apparently realizing Mia wasn’t kidding. “Running and walking for the first time in one night?”
Mia let her hand wander over the curve of Tori’s lower back, intending to get them water before they continued. “Can you see the point of waiting?”
Tori stilled, just for a breath, eyes on Mia like she could peer straight into her soul. And then she smiled with every part of her face, but only the very corner of her mouth. The kind of smile that Mia felt like an earthquake in her chest.
“No,” Tori whispered. “Not anymore.”



Forty
With incredibly minor exceptions, every part of Mia’s body hurt. Hurt in that earned ache she once had after completing a spin class without collapsing off the bike, stupid clippy shoes and all.
Tori was hiding it, but Mia was sure that she was tired, too. The sky was starting to lighten outside Tori’s huge uncovered windows, and even for a runner, the hours of sustained cardio must have been depleting.
But Mia couldn’t stop thinking about all the time they’d lost. All the nights over the last nearly fifteen years they hadn’t been together. All the times Tori’s lips went unkissed. The nights she went to bed alone without Mia’s hand rubbing gentle circles on her back. Every time she thought of that, she couldn’t imagine stopping. Not for something as inconsequential as physical exhaustion.
“Did you change your mind?” Tori returned from the bathroom with a smaller strap and different kind of harness. Unlike the new one they’d picked, Tori’s looked like boy shorts.
“You wish,” Mia joked before getting out of bed and realizing even the bottoms of her feet were sore for reasons she didn’t know. “Why? You ready to call it quits?”
Tori laughed. Hair a mess and body littered with as many bites as Mia had—though all easily concealed under her work clothes—Tori looked thrilled by the challenge.
She leaned in and kissed Mia’s bruised lips. “Baby, you’re not going to out-sex me, but if you’re ready to tap out⁠—”
“No.” She swiped the new strap from Tori. “After this.” She smirked. “Then I’ll give you a break.”
Tori grinned, intoxicatingly smug. “I’m not the one who needs to stop.”
Convinced that Tori might fuck her to death if she had the chance, Mia promised that they would get some rest soon. She just needed to know what this was like—to have Tori like this. She couldn’t put anything else off with her, couldn’t take a single second for granted.
The earliest rays of dawn painted Tori’s skin with pink and gold light while she propped herself up on a pillow, tipping her hips up, and beckoning Mia closer. Wearing the tight strap, Mia didn’t feel nearly as cool as Tori had looked.
“I feel like you’re giving me those training chopsticks for kids,” Mia said when she kneeled between Tori’s legs, thighs so fatigued, they were already quivering.
Tori smirked and handed Mia the little bottle of lube. When she rested back on the pillow, dark hair wild and body achingly beautiful, Mia forgot what she was supposed to do. Forgot everything that didn’t involve staring at Tori. At her beautiful body and captivating face and eyes that saw every part of her.
“Coming, champ?” Tori flicked on the vibrator.
Nothing looked better than Tori with her eyes half-lidded. Nothing hotter than her gasp when she pressed the sleek vibrator, long and slightly curved, to her clit.
Mia didn’t move while she watched Tori tease herself. Watched her slip down to her entrance to gather her arousal and return to the same spot on the side of her clit. A spot Mia committed to memory and might have tattooed on the inside of her wrist so she never forgot it.
And then Tori was back to her entrance, pushing inside and sighing. It seemed impossible that Mia could have any lingering desire. That she could have a drop of arousal left to offer. But her tender core pounded as if she’d never been touched. A trap tricking her into forgetting she was a full-body bruise.
“Come here,” Tori said, voice faint and dripping with want.
Prodded into action, Mia squirted more lube than necessary along the length of the strap. Closing the bottle, she tossed it onto the bed and moved closer to Tori while spreading the lube.
Tori bit her lip, attention fixed on Mia’s hand.
“Fuck, I like the way that looks,” she moaned, planting her feet on the bed and squirming.
Confidence gathering, Mia pressed the tip of the strap to Tori’s entrance.
“Go slow,” Tori warned, as if afraid that Mia would immediately get carried away. Knowing she likely would. “Only go in half as deep as you can.”
“Half?” Mia’s brain couldn’t process Tori’s words while she watched the head of the strap disappear.
“It’s the G-spot⁠—”
“That’s a real thing?” Mia looked down at Tori, whose brow was already furrowed.
Tori chuckled. “It’s not a mystery of Ancient Egypt, Mia. It’s just the back of your clit. Angle up like—” Tori’s back arched off the bed when Mia went in as deep as Tori said. “Yeah, just like that. Go slow.”
Jaw dropped and head tipped back, Tori was unbelievable. Mia grabbed one of her legs, pushing it back to hit the spot that seemed to drive Tori crazy.
“Fuck,” Tori gasped when Mia found her rhythm. She had to stop herself from grabbing Tori’s legs and immediately ignoring her request to go easy.
“After I come,” Tori managed, “I want you to fuck me as hard and as deep as you can.”
“Jesus,” Mia nearly cried.
“I won’t take long,” Tori promised.
As she watched the singular perfection that was Tori writhing beneath her, Mia apologized to every guy that couldn’t last. She hadn’t known the cruelty of self-control in a moment like this. Then she imagined what it would feel like to be inside of Tori. To feel her hot and wet and clenching around her. Pulling her in. She knew, without a doubt, she’d never last more than a minute.
When Tori stopped breathing, so did Mia. Her hips continued moving of their own accord while Mia was completely captivated by Tori’s expression. As the rising sun slowly revealed her, Mia couldn’t help but notice how much pleasure looked like pain. How thrilling it was to see it on Tori’s face.
“I’m close,” Tori whispered before increasing the speed on the vibrator.
Then she dropped her jaw, tossed her head back again, and shattered Mia with silence. She didn’t make a sound when she clenched so hard around the strap that Mia had to struggle against her not to be pushed out completely.
There had never been a more devastating silence. A more crushing beauty. Mia tried to keep herself steady, but she kept slipping on the sheets they’d yanked off the bed. She couldn’t find her footing. Couldn’t get the counterbalance she needed.
Trembling, Tori turned off the vibrator. “Get on your back,” she said, panting and desperate.
Mia dropped onto the bed sideways, not wasting a moment so Tori could scramble on top of her. Helplessly, she watched Tori grab the strap and position it inside herself, taking it completely.
Body slick with sweat, Tori rested her hands on Mia’s chest for balance. Mouth dry, Mia couldn’t speak while Tori rode her hard. Hard enough for the base of the strap to press against Mia’s tortured clit. For it to rub against her with every swing of Tori’s hips. For it to send Mia into an unexpected orgasm just as Tori announced a breathless, “I’m coming.”
Twice they both came like that, one bleeding into the next with hardly any break. Sore and aching and completely depleted, Mia matched Tori’s fast movements until Tori slumped forward, skin soaked and sweltering.
“Fuck that was good,” Tori said before she kissed her. And then she eased off Mia and rolled onto her back.
“Sex goddess,” Mia muttered the confirmation, half to herself.
Tori chuckled, still catching her breath when she reached over to the nightstand for the only bottle of water that wasn’t empty. While she rehydrated, Mia used the last drop of energy in her body to yank off the strap, leave it at the foot of the bed, and join Tori under the thin sheet.
The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It wasn’t even quiet. It was alive with the rhythm of their breathing. The rustle of the sheet as Tori made space for Mia’s body, thrumming with the ache and sweat and wreckage of what they’d done, to mold to hers.
And then there was the enormous truth between them. The humming, pulsing truth that had been building for years.
Mia didn’t want to lose it in the quiet. Didn’t want to pretend she wasn’t cracked open and bleeding love all over the sheets.
“I love you,” Mia confessed with her head on Tori’s bare chest, heart hammering against her cheek. “I’ve always loved you. Even when I didn’t know just how deeply that love ran.”
Tori didn’t answer right away. Her hand slid into Mia’s hair, fingers threading through the sweat-damp strands, and for a horrified second, Mia thought maybe she’d said it too soon. That she’d ruined it.
But then Tori exhaled this odd little sound—part laugh, part sigh.
“I love you too,” she whispered, cupping Mia’s cheek and looking at her with sunrise in her tired eyes. “I never stopped loving you. Not for a year. A day. A moment.” Her eyes watered, making the lighter tones of brown incandescent. “If I could go back, I would never have let you go. I didn’t know that it would be like cutting out a piece of myself. That I’d be left so hollow.”
Mia blinked hard, tears stinging her eyes.
“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” Tori brushed her thumb over Mia’s cheek. “But you’re here. You’re back, and I’ve never felt more whole in my life.”
Mia closed her eyes and let herself feel it—the weight of Tori’s body beside her, the press of her words, the truth of them. She’d spent so long grieving things she couldn’t name. So long thinking only in terms of loss.
She’d forgotten it was possible to gain.
To find something.
To come home.



Forty-One
They’d slept until the late afternoon, the sun disappearing after annoying them all day. Tori considered getting shades for the windows before wondering whether she might make a very different decision altogether.
With Mia in her arms, she ignored the ache in her neck that had woken her and the full bladder that wasn’t helping. Tori had imagined this moment so many times.
In quiet, lonely nights. On rare occasions when she’d drank too much. She’d stupidly let herself want it sometimes, but never believed it would come true.
And now here Mia was.
Curled against her chest like a second skin. Warm and soft and stirring in her arms like Tori’s change in breathing had woken her.
“Sorry,” Tori whispered, hoping Mia would go back to sleep. Hoping that they could stay in the perfect stillness forever. Stay wrapped in each other and buzzing with the freedom of not having a single thing left unsaid.
“Everything in my body hurts,” Mia groaned. “And I’m starving.”
Tori chuckled. Even half-asleep, Mia could make her laugh. She nestled against Mia’s back, taking her Big Spoon duties very seriously.
“What time is it?” Mia grumbled.
Tori kissed the back of her shoulder where she’d left a deep purple mark. Without the fog of lust, she wouldn’t have left so many bruises.
“Why? Do you have somewhere to be on a Saturday afternoon?” Tori curled her arm around Mia’s ribs.
“You mean other than in my girlfriend’s bed dropping L-bombs?” Mia rested her arm over Tori’s and rubbed her feet against hers like every extremity needed to touch.
“Other than that,” Tori played along.
Mia sighed, asking her own question rather than Tori’s. “I can’t stop wondering what life would have been like if we’d gotten together in high school.” She ran her fingertips over the veins in Tori’s hand. “Like imagine never having experienced a breakup, or any heartbreak really, or never being apart⁠—”
“You don’t know that we wouldn’t have broken up.”
Mia flipped around, cheeks flushed. “What the heck does that mean?”
Tori smoothed Mia’s wild, red hair. “It means that almost nobody stays with their high school sweetheart,” she said with a shrug. “We got to make our mistakes with other people. Whatever path we had to walk, it’s the only way we can be here now.” She grinned. “Be in the place where I can tell you I love you with my whole chest.”
“Very fortune cookie of you,” Mia teased before her eyes lost their shine. “I just regret⁠—”
“Regret is a painfully useless emotion⁠—”
“What, are you and Marigold teaming up on me now?” Mia deflected then she sighed. “I know, I know. I’ve lived in the past so long. In scarcity. It’s hard to live in the now. In all the things I have.” She followed the curve of Tori’s collarbone. “That I’m so profoundly grateful for.”
“And what do you think you’re going to do next?”
Tori didn’t know the exact amounts, but Mia had gotten an inheritance from her mother along with a nice chunk from the sale of her house in Pennsylvania. It might have been enough to carry her for a bit, but it certainly wasn’t enough to retire on.
“I guess I should say, what do you want to do next?” Tori corrected herself.
Mia took a deep breath before she replied, “I don’t know, but I want to take some time to think about it. I don’t want to fall into something. I want to walk into it, you know?”
Tori nodded. She played with the ends of Mia’s hair, still slightly damp from sweat and sleep. “Would you ever want to go to med school?” she asked.
Mia let out a startled laugh—more breath than sound. “What? Now?”
“Yeah. Now.” Tori kept her tone light, but her fingers stilled. “You’ve clearly got the bedside manner.” She smirked before getting serious. “And Mia, I’m sorry, but you barely gave it a real shot the first time. And you’d wanted it so bad. Don’t you remember⁠—”
Mia laughed louder. “Tori⁠—”
“I’m serious.”
“You’re serious about me starting med school in my mid-thirties?” She shook her head. “That’s unhinged.”
Tori shrugged. “Do you know how many people start med school later in life? I bet it happens every single day.”
Mia rolled onto her back, squinting up at the ceiling like it might have answers. “Yeah, but they’re not me.”
Tori remained at her side to face her, propping her head on one hand. “Exactly. They’re not you. You’d be incredible. You’re so smart and tenacious,” she said. “And think about how different your application essays would be from most other applicants’. I think maturity and experience could be a real asset.”
No one was as sharp, and capable, and relentless as Mia. Tori knew Mia could do anything if someone just gave her the chance to breathe.
Mia glanced at her, eyes soft and uncertain. “You really think I could do that?”
Tori didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
Mia looked away, her voice brittle around the edges. “The loans I’d have to take out would be massive. And trying to work while going to school— if I even did get in. Which is the biggest if.” She shook her head, more to herself than to Tori. “It’s not realistic.”
Tori hesitated for a second, but there was no point in holding back. Not anymore. “You could move in with me.”
Mia blinked at her.
“I make more than enough for both of us,” Tori said carefully. “You could focus on school. Or on figuring things out. No pressure. Just support.”
Mia pushed herself up a little, elbow on the mattress, hair tumbling down her chest. “Tori.”
“I know it’s a lot. But I’m saying it because I mean it.” Tori tried to keep her voice even, tried not to let the hope in her chest get ahead of her. “You don’t have to say yes, obviously. I just want to put it out there.” She offered a little smile. “Let’s be realistic here. We’re going to move in together way too soon anyway.”
Mia looked down at the sheet between them, fingers idly twisting in the fabric. “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”
“You didn’t ask.”
“I don’t want to sell my mom’s house,” Mia said, eyes full of the regret Tori hoped she’d learn to shed.
Tori nodded and waited for Mia to offer the next logical alternative. Hoped that she would.
Then Mia looked at her, unsure in a way that shouldn’t be possible after everything they’d been through. “Would you consider moving in with me?”
Tori turned toward her fully, heart lurching. “You’d want that?”
“I do want that.” Mia reached for her hand under the sheet, lacing their fingers together. “It’s just a house without you in it.”
Tori grinned, an enthusiastic yes printed on her lips.
“One question.” Mia focused her gaze. “How soon is this too soon you speak of?” She climbed on top of Tori, golden sunset at her back. “Because the way I see it, we’ve been dating, like, almost twenty years.”
Tori laughed, chest light and body weightless. She rested her hands on Mia’s hips. “Twenty years, huh?”
Mia leaned forward and kissed her even though they were both still smiling. “By my count you’re slow as hell.”
“If we move in together does that mean I get all my old stuff back?” Tori ran her hands up Mia’s back, holding her tight before flipping her onto her back and climbing on top of her.
“Technically, I guess.” Mia’s hazel eyes were electric. “But the varsity jacket is mine.”
Tori stared down at her. Mia had once been her entire world, then the most painful heartbreak of her life, then a memory, and now… Her future. She kissed her to seal the agreement, sure she’d never let her go again.
It was impossible to know what the rest of her life would look like. But she sure as hell knew where it was starting.



Epilogue
Five Years Later
Tori still didn’t exactly understand the purpose of a white coat ceremony. Mia and her FIU classmates wouldn’t be doctors yet—she still hadn’t even graduated from the med school that had taken many tries to get into. But what Tori did know was that the damn thing started at four o’clock. And Mia—who was still in the garage/workshop, elbow-deep in paint, working on the kitchen cabinets—wasn’t going to have enough time to get ready.
“Mia, let’s go,” she said when she opened the door leading from the house to the garage. Tori stopped and looked around, confused.
The garage was empty except for the wall of storage built into one side that now held all of Mia’s family heirlooms. All the things she wanted to keep, but didn’t have any use for. Considering the garage, house, and pool house used to be full of those things, a few cabinets weren’t so bad.
Tori returned to the house and continued looking. They’d kept Grisel’s Pottery Barn couches after testing hundreds of possible replacements over the years, but everything else was new. Little by little, they’d moved things out and made space for their own taste. Made space for themselves.
In the kitchen, Mia’s latest project was organized chaos. Convinced that it would be more manageable, Mia was taking down one cabinet unit at a time and repainting the solid wood a warm white. Judging from the mess of supplies and cabinet innards, she had been there recently.
“Where the heck are you?” Tori called down the hall toward their bedroom, the primary they’d moved into years earlier. Unfortunately, the adjoining bathroom didn’t have a single sign of Mia having recently showered.
Tori checked her phone. Mia had considered getting her hair done, but if she’d made an appointment, she would have at least texted. Pulling up Mia’s location, Tori furrowed her brow. She was home. Or at least her phone was.
With nowhere else left to look, Tori went outside. February was crisp and cool even at noon. She was heading toward the pool house when she spotted her runaway girlfriend.
“What the hell are you doing up there?” Tori shielded her eyes from the sun when she looked up at Mia sitting on the roof.
“Waiting for you to find me,” she said like it was obvious. Like it was Tori who was doing something strange. “Do you know how long I’ve been up here?”
“No, because I was at a listing.” She looked down at her sweater and pants. “And now, we have to start⁠—”
“Come up here first,” Mia said with a grin.
“No,” she shot back with a laugh. “Why?” She shook her head. “No.”
“Oh, come on.” Mia’s smile only brightened, like playing this old game was the most thrilling thing in the world.
“What is your obsession with risking the integrity of your neck?” Tori crossed her arms over her chest. “Now that you know how much important shit is back there, aren’t you a little more nervous about⁠—”
“Victoria,” Mia interrupted. “Please?”
“Babe, we really have to⁠—”
“Please?”
Because Tori was destined to be a simp for Mia her entire life, she took a deep breath, dropped her arms, and started for the ladder still tied to the mango tree. A hurricane had tried to take it a year earlier, but the old stubborn thing had held strong. Unfortunately for Tori.
When she reached the top of the ladder, Tori didn’t transition onto the roof. “What?” she said, already smiling at how beautiful Mia looked in the sun. Red hair in a messy bun, she’d never stop being the woman Tori had fallen so hard for.
“Come all the way up,” Mia said, hand extended.
“Only because I can see you’re not going to let this go, and we really have to get moving,” Tori replied, knowing she was always going to get on the roof. Always going to play along.
Sitting on the tile that had only gotten more uncomfortable over the years, Tori avoided looking down. It was easy to do when Mia was interlacing their fingers and looking at her with her eyes glittering in the sun.
Mia turned toward her, legs crossed like they had all the time in the world even if they didn’t. But there was something in her expression that made it impossible for Tori to rush her. She could already feel the shift in the air, the gravity tilting just slightly toward something.
“This ceremony has me thinking so much about turning points. About how rarely we mark these big changes. Celebrate the moments when we step into something new.” She squeezed Tori’s hand when her voice started to tremble.
Sure that Mia wouldn’t drag her to the roof for bad news, Tori’s chest tightened. Anticipation coursed through her, making her wish she hadn’t had another coffee.
Mia shook her head like she was deciding on starting a different conversation. “I came looking for you all those years ago because being with you was the last time I ever felt truly safe.” Her eyes were glossy with unshed tears when she met Tori’s faltering gaze. “And I couldn’t have known that you gave me the strength to start over. Not just with you, but with myself.”
Holding her breath, Tori waited for Mia to say what she’d been so ready to hear. What she’d wanted for so long.
“And I know I was a mess,” Mia continued, eyes glassy but not yet spilling. “I was messy then, and I’m still messy now. But you never made me feel like I had to be anything else. You never asked me to be less. You just loved me. Exactly as I was. Exactly as I am.”
Tori’s heart was in her throat. It was pounding so hard, she could hardly hear Mia over the sound of it.
“But the real miracle here is letting me love you.” Mia’s voice finally broke and then they were both crying. “There is just no one like you, Tori. I haven’t forgotten that for a single day. A single moment. You’re life and breath and—” She wiped her face. “And you’re my family and I love you more every single day. I choose you every single day, and I’m honestly not sure how I’ve suckered you into choosing me.” She laughed but it didn’t slow her tears. “But I’ll never take you for granted.”
From her pocket, Mia produced a small, simple engagement ring. It was brilliant in the pale winter sun and made Tori close her eyes just to center herself in the moment. In her own body.
“I thought you didn’t want to get married again,” Tori said because she didn’t know what else to say when her heart was pounding and her entire body was trembling.
Mia bit her bottom lip. “Well, what I said was I never want to get divorced again. So if you say yes, you’re stuck with me forever.”
Tori laughed, tears blurring her vision and burning her throat. “I love a menacing proposal.”
“Is that a yes?” Mia searched her face like she could ever really have a doubt.
Tori reached for her, hands cupping both sides of her face. “Obviously.”
Mia kissed her like an anchor. Like a promise. Like a gift.
Like home.
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