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Chapter One



GRACE

There were worse things than getting over a breakup. Things like pestilence, earthquakes, and being dragged to after-work happy hours. Grace Ortega, unfortunately, was nursing both a bruised heart and a dirty martini at once. At least Miami wasn’t actively being rocked by a seismic tremor. Small victories.

Ivy leaned into Grace’s side, the roar of the crowded downtown bar making it impossible to hear if she didn’t speak directly against Grace’s eardrum. “She’s totally into you.”

Following Ivy’s incredibly obvious line of sight, Grace looked at the bartender. Brunette, pretty eyes, femme with one of those dainty little gold hoops through her septum. She was attractive, and when she smiled, admittedly in Grace’s general direction, she flashed a universally beloved set of dimples.

“She’s a bartender. Being friendly is literally part of her job,” Grace countered.

Ivy tossed back her long red hair. “Girl, get out of here. Why wouldn’t she be into you? You’re gorgeous! Those sexy dark eyes would make Anne Hathaway jealous. Hair like a blowout bar ad. An alluring I-make-grown-men-cry-behind-closed-doors vibe.” She grinned at Grace as if to say Try and disagree.

Shifting on her barstool, Grace sought refuge in her martini. “Or maybe she’s facing securities fraud charges.”

Ivy rolled her eyes. “You know what they say: you miss a hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.” She picked up her wineglass like she wanted to give such wisdom time to settle.

Grace took a sip of her drink, letting her own pause linger. “Yeah, well, they also said eating carrots improved your vision, and that was British wartime propaganda to trick the Germans.”

Nearly spitting her half-price—yet still wildly expensive—Sauvignon Blanc back into her glass, Ivy laughed. “Jesus, Grace. I’m telling you to return an obvious volley from a cute bartender and you’re coming at me with World War comparisons?”

Grace replied with a little shrug and took another sip of her perfectly dirty martini. She looked at the bartender again. “She’s too young.”

“Are you doth-ing and protesting on a new level?” Ivy raised both eyebrows. “She’s in her mid-twenties at the youngest.”

The bartender was admittedly casting more glances at Grace than strictly necessary to keep an eye on the busy bar. But Grace felt absolutely no stir of interest. Not a flicker of excitement.

Grace shook her head. “If she’s twenty-five, at best, I’m still thirteen years older than her.” If she was grateful for any part of the huge secret she was keeping from her best friend, it was that Ivy didn’t know what a flaming hypocrite Grace was.

“So?” Ivy stared at her like an age difference wasn’t a barrier. “Why can’t you have a conversation with her? Maybe you’ll hit it off and I won’t have to drag you out of the office once a month to do anything other than work.” She narrowed her gaze. “What’s wrong with her?”

She’s not a sexy fifty-year-old lawyer with a dismissive-avoidant attachment style, commitment issues, so much internalized homophobia, and a dash of internalized misogyny.

“It’s not her.” Grace sighed and found a sliver of truth. “I’m just not ready.”

Ivy softened, awakening the guilt lurking in Grace’s stomach. Of course Ivy misunderstood. She only knew about the breakup with Melissa from five years earlier. Grace hadn’t told her about the Julie-shaped hole in her heart.

“Babe,” Ivy said gently. As gently as possible when talking over the roar of a thousand conversations. “It’s been years. I know breakups take as long as they take, but…”

Grace couldn’t continue listening or her guilt was going to manifest into a corpus of bone and blood. It was going to grow a skeleton and gnashing teeth and swallow Grace whole. The secret had grown so heavy of late. Now that she didn’t have Julie to talk to about it.

But even after their breakup, Grace had to admit Julie was right. The appearance of impropriety alone was worth the secrecy. A senior partner at the same law firm dating a rising associate? People would talk. Debate whether Grace had earned her place.

Then there was the inconvenient matter of the “gay thing,” as Julie called it. Gunner wasn’t the kind of firm where anyone shared personal lives, and the old-school partners thought everything non-billable was TMI.

If only Ivy didn’t work at Gunner too, then she could tell her about the last two years of her life. Explain why she hadn’t been dating. That she’d been in love and now it was over.

But Grace had promised Julie. And even if they’d broken up, Grace had never betrayed a confidence in her life. Even if having no one to talk to about it was rubbing salt in her heartbreak. Even if the secrecy cost her.

But the cost was worth it. She was thirty-eight, and so far the firm’s youngest partner had been promoted at forty-two. If she wanted to beat the record, she had to work harder, bill more hours, and keep her reputation pristine. She’d been chasing that dream since her 1L summer. She couldn’t abandon a fifteen-year goal just because she was a little sad. Besides, the secret wasn’t only hers to unleash.

“I think I’m done,” Grace said after they’d finished a conversation about Ivy’s new ceramics hobby. Grace had tried her best to sell enthusiasm despite the crippling pain in her stomach. She felt like such an asshole, she couldn’t stand herself. It was unfair to ruin Ivy’s Friday night too.

Ivy’s amber eyes were so full of empathy Grace didn’t deserve. “Are you sure? I told Joe to make other plans, but I think he’s just sitting in his apartment waiting for me to feed him.” She glanced at her phone. At the wallpaper of her on-again, off-again boyfriend’s NFL photo. He’d only played half a season a decade ago.

“Yeah, go get him his three whole roasted chickens,” she replied, releasing Ivy from her friend duties.

“You sure you’re okay?” Ivy said when they were waiting at the valet stand a few minutes later.

“I’m fine,” Grace lied, kissed Ivy on the cheek, and slipped into her white BMW when it pulled up.

The drive nearly an hour north to her Sunny Isles oceanfront condo was silent. Silent in the car, anyway. Inside Grace’s overworked mind, an orchestra of constant thoughts clashed like too many cymbals.

The bartender had been very attractive, she thought in the same dispassionate tone she’d use to analyze the merits of a potential legal claim. Not just objectively. I found her attractive. So why wasn’t I, in fact, attracted?

Grace clicked the button in her visor and the garage gate roared awake. It’s been five months, she said to herself, like that changed anything. Like she was one of her white-collar crime clients serving a prison stint. Like heartache had a presumptive release date and she’d been on her best behavior. If only there was a parole board to sway.

On the seventh floor, Grace backed into her designated parking spot. Crossing the walkway between the garage and the high-rise, she tried to solve the quandary of her love life. New answers didn’t spring from the ground she’d been retreading by the time she opened the door to her twenty-first-floor condo.

Immediately, and with deafening gusto, Icarus and Sheila bolted toward her. Her Siamese cats greeted her with a cavalcade of complaints. Given that the open concept two-bedroom smelled overwhelmingly like Fabuloso and Pine-Sol, Grace was sure that Naomi had only just left. Her housekeeper wouldn’t have forgotten their dinner. The pair wouldn’t allow it.

Relenting, Grace fed them again, despite the vet’s suggestion that the twins could stand to lose a little weight. He just didn’t understand that they were Cuban Siamese cats and curvy like everyone else in the Ortega family.

Grace only made it as far as the long L-shaped sectional that faced the ocean because she didn’t have time to watch TV. She didn’t like enough people to ever fill the couch, but anything smaller would have looked ridiculous in the sprawling space. Her family had visited, but rarely.

She’d loved the idea of being in a completely different part of the county when she found the place. Enjoyed the fact that no one would ever just drop in on her. But now, rather than solace, all Grace felt was lonely.

Head on a throw pillow and dress pants tossed on the far end of the couch, Grace curled up her legs and decided she was done being sad. She just had to get over Julie. That was it. They’d been together twenty-four months and been broken up for five. That was, what? Twenty percent? That seemed like a very reasonable amount of time to be over it.

People had been falling in love and getting their hearts stomped on since the beginning of time. Certainly someone had to have figured out the way out by now. Grace turned to the internet for help. On her phone, she opened a browser and searched: how to get over a breakup. After a beat, she added fast.

The internet was disappointingly useless. She’d already done everything she’d read on every list. The things she could, anyway. She couldn’t cut off all contact because they worked at the same firm. Remove all reminders from her home? No problem. They weren’t big gift people, and they spent most of their time at Julie’s house because she hated driving all the way to Grace’s place. Avoid social media? Easy. Julie wasn’t online. At all. Get rid of photos? Considering she only had a handful, it only took minutes to lock them away in an app she didn’t have to see. As for exploring new hobbies, she already went to kickboxing three times a week.

Spending more time with friends and family was useless. Ivy was her only close friend, and she couldn’t tell her. Telling her family felt pointless when they hadn’t known she’d been dating anyone to begin with. How could she ever explain to her mother that she’d fallen in love with someone who’d built the foundation of their relationship on secrecy? That it was the same secrecy that had crushed them? She imagined her mother’s disappointment and groaned. It simply wasn’t acceptable. That wasn’t the life her mother had sacrificed so much to give her.

Annoyed, Grace flung the phone across the couch and dragged herself into the shower. It was only when she went to bed after stemming the tide of never-ending emails two hours later that she opened her phone again. She’d intended only to double-check that she’d set her alarm but ended up on a social media doom-scroll spiral.

The targeted ad that hit her feed made Grace sit up. Icarus, nonplussed, meowed his displeasure at being shifted from the pillow next to her head.

“Breakup Buddies?” she muttered into the room illuminated by the blue light of her phone screen.

She stopped scrolling and watched a video for an app that promised a new kind of matchmaking service. The tagline alone was intriguing: When your friends tap out, we tap in.

Grace’s friends weren’t sick of her talking about her breakup, but that’s only because she had no one to tell. Desperate enough to download a free app that was probably full of spyware, Grace took the plunge.

Setting up a profile was easy when all she had to do was pick a username and a photo that described her but was not of her. She picked GoGatorsESQ, an ode to her former law school, and a photo of the ocean at sunrise taken from her first morning in her condo. Done. Sure that she was going to delete the stupid thing in the morning, Grace skipped the optional bio and searched for queer women any distance from her location.

Grace scrolled through the surprising number of options. She stopped at another profile that had used an image of the ocean. Unlike hers, this one had one of those cute lifeguard towers like in Baywatch. This person, who had chosen Scissorsaurus as their handle, had created a bio: Alix with an I, not an E. Big fan of potatoes in all forms. Heartbreak connoisseur.

Her mouth twitched into a smile. Who didn’t like potatoes? And someone who knew their way around a heartbreak sounded like the perfect match. Desperate to find a solution to her irritating problem, Grace clicked on the chat icon. She didn’t let herself think about it before she started typing.

GoGatorsESQ


Heartbreak connoisseur? Does that mean you’re an expert at curing or causing?




She wasn’t expecting a response before she deleted the app. Much to her surprise, she was still awake when her phone chimed a little while later. A new message from Scissorsaurus.

Scissorsaurus


I’m more of a Charon, but I like to think I guide souls out of hell.




Grace raised her recently sculpted brows and shifted her gaze slowly to Icarus, who’d wedged himself into his sister’s bed under the window, much to her disdain. Of all the things Alix could have said, a Greek mythology reference? Was that a good omen?

GoGatorsESQ


That didn’t exactly answer my cause or cure question.




Scissorsaurus


I haven’t broken a heart since Teddy Richards in the second grade when I told him I’d already promised my hand to Briana Jackson. All cure.




Chuckling unexpectedly, Grace sat up. Leaning against the upholstered headboard, she was more awake than she’d been in months.

GoGatorsESQ


Are you here because things didn’t go as planned with Briana?




Scissorsaurus


You know how it is for young love. Odds stacked against us. Though, having maintained a relationship for thirty years would have been pretty badass. I bet that would beat some world records.




How old were kids in second grade? Would that make Alix thirty-seven? Thirty-eight? Grace found herself wishing the app had regular profile pictures. Not that seeing a face meant she wasn’t talking to a chatbot at midnight like someone about to have their entire identity stolen.

Scissorsaurus


Why? Did Briana get you too?




Grace typed and deleted her response three times. She couldn’t bring herself to say Julie’s name. Even to an anonymous stranger. Thumbs hovering over her screen, Grace told herself that she was talking to an algorithm or however the hell AI bots worked. She could say it. She’d say this and delete the app. No one would ever know. One purge, a little poison out of her system.

GoGatorsESQ


Nope. Mine was a Julie. But we met at work, not the playground.




Scissorsaurus


Workplace gone wrong. I see that one a lot. Unfortunately very common.




GoGatorsESQ


You sound more like an ER physician than a psychopomp.




Scissorsaurus


Do you just randomly know what kind of mythical creature ferries souls across the River Styx? Like just off the top of your head in the dead of night?




Flushing hot, Grace cringed. She’d gotten carried away and forgotten to hide her nerdy interests. Before she could lie and say she’d googled the reference, Alix messaged again.

Scissorsaurus


Don’t worry about paying me a coin. I’ll carry you across for free.




Body buzzing, Grace dropped onto her side. The idea of being carried anywhere, of not having to swim against every possible current, sounded miraculous.

GoGatorsESQ


Maybe I can offer safe passage in kind.




Scissorsaurus


Maybe. But first, tell me how this Julie clown fumbled you.




The high of unleashing the truth that had been festering in Grace’s chest was overwhelming. Being completely herself with a stranger, whom she’d started to doubt was a computer program, felt so good she almost didn’t want to ruin it by talking about her ex.

GoGatorsESQ


Maybe I should assess your credentials first. What exactly makes you a breakup expert?




Scissorsaurus


Gator… wait, can I call you Gator? It feels right. Gator, are you looking a gift guru in the mouth?




It wasn’t a real nickname, but it still gave her a little jolt. She’d never had one before. She’d always been Grace. To everyone. And while Gator made her sound like a large man with questionable hygiene habits who ran an airboat business, it gave her a stupid thrill anyway.

GoGatorsESQ


I have to make sure my coin to cross the river is well spent. We only get one.




Scissorsaurus


I thought we were bartering. You can bring snacks. What goes well with the afterlife? I’m thinking olives.




Laughing, Grace almost said that she’d already consumed her contribution at happy hour. But Alix messaged again.

Scissorsaurus


How about some testimonials? Would that help us ease into a circle of trust?




GoGatorsESQ


You’ve got Yelp reviews?




Scissorsaurus


lol yeah. 10/10 would drown my sorrows with her again.




GoGatorsESQ


You’re very good at avoiding direct questions.




Scissorsaurus


Damn, Gator. Are you a CIA agent?




GoGatorsESQ


You know I couldn’t tell you if I was.




Scissorsaurus


I guess I should answer before you put me in handcuffs huh? My expertise comes the only way it can. Firsthand experience. A lot of it.




There was something about the shift in tone. Even over text. Even without knowing Alix, that made Grace drop her smile. There was truth in that sentiment. A truth that made Grace’s constantly sore stomach heave.

GoGatorsESQ


And what have you learned from so many unfortunate experiences?




Scissorsaurus


That even if it comes with a crash, the high is always a little bit worth it.




Rolling onto her back, Grace was wide awake. She knew it was late. Knew she’d pay for this when her alarm went off at five in the morning. But she couldn’t stop herself.

GoGatorsESQ


Do you really believe that?




It was the first time Alix’s response hadn’t been instantaneous. Had Grace been too pushy? Had her question come off rude rather than eager for the hope this stranger offered?

Scissorsaurus


Yeah… I really do.




Grace closed her eyes and let a new sensation join the sadness and dread and nausea she’d been drowning in for months. Surprise. At nearly forty, she was sure all the romantics were married or broken. When her phone dinged again, she snatched it off the bed.

Scissorsaurus


What about you, Gator? Has one stupid Julie really ruined your belief in love?




The question was too intense. It was a hand closing too tightly around her throat. A knife point pressed to her kidney. It was the worst kind of question. One Grace didn’t know how to answer.

GoGatorsESQ


Right now? I believe in it about as much as I believe that a quarter will keep me from spending eternity as an aimless ghost.




Sitting up again because she couldn’t remember how to be still, Grace waited for Alix’s response. She didn’t have to wait long.


Chapter Two



ALIX

Alix Wolf believed two things to be constant: bad tattoos aged better than bad relationships, and beer always tasted colder and better in a dive bar.

The jukebox at The Hollow was broken again, stuck cycling between Blondie and Black Flag. Nobody seemed to notice or mind. The place smelled like stale beer and lemon cleaner, and the booths wobbled like they’d been rescued from a dumpster… which, knowing this bar, they probably had.

Alix leaned back against the cracked black vinyl booth seat, one boot hooked over the other, the toe of her Doc tapping against the sticky floor. Her pint glass left a ring of condensation on the table beside a sticky menu featuring vegan pizza and fried foods. She’d had worse Mondays.

“Tell me again why I let you drag me here?” Oscar asked, voice pitched just loud enough to compete with the punk song rasping through the blown speakers. He was all sharp cheekbones, with a sparse beard he was quite proud of growing in his few years on T.

“Because you love me,” Alix said, flashing him a grin that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “And because Tuesday clients are the worst. We’re doing early damage control.”

Across from them, Lola shoved her ridiculously hip and impractical bangs out of her face and snorted into her whiskey soda. “Says the Tuesday client whisperer? Half your tips come from those lonely rich moms who think you’re their therapist.”

Alix gave a lazy shrug, sleeve of tattoos catching the dim light. A flaming skull winked beside a bouquet of roses, a scissor blade inked across her finger. She loved the way strangers’ eyes got stuck on the contradictions — brutal and delicate, beautiful and dumb. “I just like hearing about other people’s drama that has nothing to do with me.”

Oscar groaned. “You mean exploiting sad ladies for rent money.”

“Tomato, tomahto.”

Her phone buzzed on the table. One glance at the screen, and her stomach did that stupid tilt thing she hated.
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You up?




Of course. She tried to tamp down the simultaneous thrill and dread that accompanied seeing Kirstin’s name on her phone. Her former situationship that she just couldn’t seem to let slip into the past yet.

Lola leaned over before Alix could flip the phone face down. “Oh my God,” she said, eyes going wide. “Tell me that is not who I think it is.”

Alix tried her best deadpan. “Spam text. Probably about my car’s extended warranty.”

Oscar snorted, stealing the phone before she could snatch it back. He read the screen, slow and dramatic, then looked at her over the rim of his glasses. “You. Up. Alix, that’s not even original. I thought we staged an intervention. I thought we killed Kirstin off in season one.”

“She’s like a reboot.” Lola groaned. “Nobody asked for it, but there she is, back again, slightly worse than before.”

“First of all, ‘intervention’ is a strong word,” Alix muttered, reaching for her beer instead of the phone. “Second of all, it’s none of your business.”

“Oh, it’s our business,” Lola said, slamming her whiskey down hard enough to splash. “I’ve had to listen to you complain about Kirstin for six months. Six! You said it was over.”

“It is over,” Alix said, steeling her face into neutrality.

Oscar raised his brow. “Over, except for when it’s not?”

“Over, except for when I’m… bored,” Alix shot back, grinning even as her cheeks warmed. She hated how transparent she was with them. They saw through every bluff, every cocky shrug. She could joke about it, but part of her knew it wasn’t just boredom that had her answering Kirstin’s late-night texts or keeping people at arm’s length. It was habit. It was safety. It was easier to laugh than to admit how much of her still lived in that quiet space between wanting to be chosen and knowing she probably wouldn’t be.

“Girl,” Lola groaned, throwing herself dramatically against the booth. “You need a hobby that isn’t bad tattoos or worse exes.”

“That’s a low blow,” Alix said, raising her middle finger tattooed with a scissor like it was proof of dignity instead of the exact opposite.

Oscar shoved her phone back across the table. “Delete Kirstin. Or I will. Hand it over.”

Alix laughed, flipping her phone face down. “Relax, Dad. I’m not texting back.”

Before either of them could argue, her phone buzzed again.

Both Oscar and Lola lunged for it. Lola got there first, nearly sloshing her whiskey all over the table as she grabbed it. “If that’s Kirstin, I’m blocking her myself⁠—”

She froze, then tilted her head. “Huh. You have a new Breakup Buddy.”

Alix snatched the phone back, frowning at the screen. A fresh message lit up from someone with the screen name GoGatorsESQ.

GoGatorsESQ


Heartbreak connoisseur? Does that mean you’re an expert at curing or causing?




Oscar leaned across the table, smirking. “Sounds like trouble.”

Lola rolled her eyes. “Good thing Alix collects trouble like other people collect houseplants. Except hers don’t die, they just text her at two in the morning.”

Alix ignored them, tipping back the last of her beer while her thumbs flew. She didn’t even have to think about the reply — it spilled out easily, the way her best lines always did with a little liquid confidence. She called herself Charon, the ferryman who transported souls into the underworld, but made a sly reference about steering poor souls out of hell. It was a stretch, but it was also an easy way to sus out if the woman she was talking to was smart enough to volley a little intelligent banter.

She grinned to herself as she hit send, almost picturing the look on GoGatorsESQ’s face.

Oscar groaned. “Oh God. You’re flirting with someone who likes gators. Do you think they even have all their teeth?”

“I’m not flirting,” Alix said, sliding her phone away. “I’m… mythologizing.”

“Same thing,” Lola muttered. “At least the ESQ implies them being a lawyer.”

“What? How?” Oscar asked.

“Esquire,” Lola said by way of explanation.

“Isn’t that, like, a magazine?” Oscar looked between Alix and Lola, clearly not understanding.

“It’s a good thing you’re so handsome,” Lola cooed, reaching to ruffle Oscar’s hair.

By last call, she was loose-limbed and grinning, Docs scuffing against the pavement as she tugged her longboard from where it had been leaning just inside the front door of the bar. The ride home was only a few blocks, the Silver Lake streets mostly quiet at this hour, the air finally cool after a fall day that had baked the city.

She pushed off, wheels humming, phone buzzing again in her pocket. The night wrapped around her — neon bleeding into shadow, wind stinging her cheeks, the kind of small freedom that made everything else fall away.

By the time she coasted up to the cracked walkway of her little bungalow, her buzz had thinned to a warm hum. The place looked half-asleep under the porch light — peeling paint, sagging gutters, the swing creaking in the breeze. Inside, her roommate, Phyllis, was probably already tucked in with her crossword puzzles and a cup of chamomile.

Alix dropped her board against the steps and sank onto the swing, the chain groaning as it took her weight. She dug her phone out, thumb hovering over the BB chat.

Scissorsaurus


What about you, Gator? Has one stupid Julie really ruined your belief in love?




She stared at the blinking cursor a second longer before hitting send.

The question hung heavier than she meant it to.

The phone buzzed in her palm.

GoGatorsESQ


Right now? I believe in it about as much as I believe that a quarter will keep me from spending eternity as an aimless ghost.




Alix huffed a laugh, low in her throat. Dark humor. Melodramatic. Exactly her kind of bait.

The front door creaked open behind her. Phyllis poked her head out, silver hair sticking up in tufts, glasses sliding down her nose. “Did you get locked out again?”

Alix smiled faintly. “No. Just… relaxing.”

Phyllis gave her a long, skeptical once-over, then waved her inside with the imperiousness of a queen dismissing a subject. “Well, come on. It’s past midnight, and you’ll wake up with a crick in your neck.”

Alix followed her in, boots clomping against the worn wood floor before she toed them off by the door. The bungalow smelled faintly of lavender and old books. She mumbled a good night and walked to her room, the quiet pressing close once Phyllis’s door clicked shut.

The next morning, she woke tangled in yesterday’s clothes, her phone glowing dully beside her on the sheets. The unsent quip she’d drafted — Then I guess it’s a good thing I’ve got pockets full of change — blinked back at her like a dare.

She sighed, deleted it, and opened the chat fresh. She’d been a little looser than normal with a few beers in her system the night before, and Breakup Buddies wasn’t a hookup app. Lola and Oscar had given her plenty of shit for having the app at all, but they’d also given her way more grief hearing about Kirstin, and before her, Nicki. Breakup Buddies had been a lifeline in a dark time when she’d had no one else to help her out of the deep, dark hole of heartbreak. And after Kirstin’s unanswered text from last night — and the resounding jolt just seeing Kirstin’s name had sent through her — it seemed she wasn’t as far enough away from heartbreak as she’d once thought.

Alix used to think she just didn’t have the wiring for love. Not in some tragic way, just the practical truth of it. She always found herself with people who saw her steadiness as a service. They leaned, she held. They drifted, she steadied. Kirstin was the clearest example of that: sharp as glass, magnetic, and allergic to being known. The kind of woman who drew a crowd without trying, who made ordinary things feel curated just by standing near them. Alix had been proud to be one of hers until she realized she’d stopped being a person and become a prop.

Kirstin’s apartment always smelled like Diptyque candles and takeout. The walls were white, the furniture minimal. Everything about Kirstin had been curated. Alix would come by after a long day at the salon, hands still faintly sticky with hairspray, thoroughly wrecked and tired, to find Kirstin cross-legged on the couch with her laptop open. “You’re so good with people,” Kirstin would say, eyes still on the screen. It always sounded like a compliment until the next part came: “It’s almost like you’re desperate for everyone’s approval.” The remark landed like a bruise. By the time they argued, it was never about what was wrong, it was about how Alix had said it. Kirstin had a way of making her feel dramatic for wanting things that were, by any measure, human.

Alix kept trying to be the version of herself that Kirstin might actually stay for, less earnest, less soft. Every time Kirstin called her sentimental, Alix learned to laugh. Every time she swallowed what she wanted to say, she told herself it was maturity. Kirstin gave affection like tips at a restaurant: small, inconsistent, always enough to keep Alix hoping. That kind of slow hunger did strange things to a person. It made you mistake survival for devotion.

Scissorsaurus


Morning, Gator. Has the new day brought more clarity? Or are we still like Sisyphus, rolling the same damn rock uphill?




The reply came fast.

GoGatorsESQ


Depends. Is it clarity if you say the boulder’s just part of the décor?




Alix smirked, thumbs moving before her brain could catch up.

Scissorsaurus


Only if you’re into tragic interior design.




She hit send, rolled out of bed, and stumbled toward the blessed smell of coffee.

The day unraveled in flashes, Alix moving on autopilot through the salon’s chaos while her phone kept tugging at her like a second heartbeat.

Mid-morning, as she angled her razor through a client’s shaggy layers, her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She smiled to herself, all anticipation and intrigue, but waited to check her phone until the woman left with a fresh cut, giving her a generous tip.

GoGatorsESQ


What’s worse: heartbreak hangover or martini hangover?




Scissorsaurus


Trick question. They’re the same thing. Except one doesn’t come with pizza at 2 a.m.




By lunch, she was perched on the back steps, biting into a burrito and thumbing out replies between messy bites.

Scissorsaurus


Okay, tell me about Julie.




GoGatorsESQ


Julie. A work colleague.




Scissorsaurus


Ah. The worst. You can’t escape them.




GoGatorsESQ


It’s like being haunted by a sexy ghost.




She snorted so hard she almost choked on rice. Oscar popped his head out the back door, gave her a look. “Who’s got you giggling like a teenager?”

“None of your business,” she said, shoving her phone into her pocket like it burned.

By late afternoon, bleach fumes clung to her skin, her fingertips cramped from holding scissors too long. Still, she checked her phone in the break room, three times. Nothing from Gator.

By closing time, the salon’s buzz had died down to a low hum. Alix slumped into a chair, scrolling back through the day’s thread of banter. Her body ached, but her chest hummed.

Then the final message lit her screen:

GoGatorsESQ


God, I hate texting on this stupid app. Here —




A phone number.

Alix’s lips curved slow and sharp, the kind of grin she usually reserved for a perfect haircut or a fresh tattoo needle. She copied the number, switched apps, and tapped out her first message.

Alix


Look at us, Gator. We’re like officially friends now.




She hit send, slid the phone into her pocket, and stood. She wasn’t naive enough to call it fate, but damn if it didn’t feel like the beginning of something exciting.


Chapter Three



GRACE

Whoever designed Breakup Buddies underestimated how many characters were needed to excavate a broken heart. Sitting in her office long after the partners and support staff had gone home, Grace slammed into the character limit face-first. She’d sent Alix her number without thinking about it.

Now, she was staring at a message from an unknown number with a 970 area code and debating whether she’d been hasty. She didn’t even know this person’s real name, and she’d given them personal information. What if she was a stalker? If she found her using one of those reverse number lookups?

Grace looked at the glass door to her windowless interior office like an axe-wielding maniac might materialize. Seconds passed without anyone in Jack Nicholson cosplay showing up, and Grace relaxed her shoulders.

Grappling with her level of desperation, Grace accepted that she had, in fact, sunk low enough to confide in a stranger. The run-in with Julie had destabilized her and she needed to fast-track her healing.

She stared at the message and tried, for once, not to think about all the ways things could go wrong. About liabilities and risk. When that didn’t work, she told herself that she’d gotten Pablo Castellano’s grandson probation after his multi-million-dollar illegal betting ring had been busted. If someone who’d chosen Scissorsaurus as their screen name got crazy, she’d have muscle.

Muscle. She cringed at herself with her entire body and focused on her phone.

Alix


Look at us, Gator. We’re like officially friends now.




Grace


Friends, huh? When we don’t even know each other’s real names?




Alix


Wait… do you mean… your name is NOT Gator?




Grace chuckled despite her miserable mood. God, this was a new level of pathetic. The only time she’d laughed in weeks was sitting alone talking to a potential spree killer.

Alix


And you do know mine. It’s Alix.




Grace


You used your real name in your profile? Aren’t you afraid of putting personal details out there for anyone to see?




Alix


Chill, Gator. It’s not my social and blood type. McGruff the Crime Dog raised me right. No matter how many cute puppies are on offer, I’m not getting in your van.




Biting the inside of her cheek, Grace caught her laughter before it slipped out again. Alix, if that was her real name, wasn’t there to cheer her up. She was there to help her figure out how to stop thinking about Julie so she could move the hell on.

She considered making up an alias, but she’d lost her appetite for secrets and lies. She held her breath and typed out: I’m Grace.

Alix


Hi, Grace. The internets tell me you’re in Miami.




Eyes widening and heart dropping into her churning acidic pit of a stomach, Grace froze. She looked at the phone on her desk and debated calling building security.

Grace


What?




Alix


305? Unless you’re not there anymore. I kept my Colorado number when I moved to California.




Deflating with relief, blood returned to Grace’s limbs when she exhaled. A lifetime of her mother’s warnings that one wrong move would end with her floating in a canal crept up on her at the worst times.

Grace


No, that’s accurate. Miami born and bred.




She’d almost said that she’d been held captive since birth but stopped herself. Alix wasn’t gathering info for Grace’s wiki page. She was supposed to be talking about her breakup.

Alix


ohhh Miami. I’ve never been. Is it all that Will Smith led me to believe?




Unbeknownst to her, Alix had tripped onto the landmine of Grace’s pet peeve. There were few things she hated more than Hollywood’s misrepresentations of her city. Their love-hate relationship aside, the stylized image of a few blocks on South Beach did not represent Miami.

Grace


Do you mean is it a bunch of half-naked and hypersexualized gorgeous women, nightclubs, and drug dealers?




Alix


I’m sensing you have feelings about this subject.




Noticing that her jaw was clenched tightly enough to bring back the martini headache that had only just gone away, Grace stood. She paced the way she did when practicing arguments out loud to loosen her tension.

Grace


Sorry, Scissors, but don’t let anything you’ve seen anywhere fool you. It’s probably not what you imagine.




Alix


Few things are.




Grace wanted to ask Alix what she meant. It was the second time in as many days that she’d said something like that. Something that flashed with sadness when she’d just been lifting Grace’s spirits. Grace wanted to pull the frayed edge of that thread. To understand. But Alix wasn’t on the app to be dissected.

More than once, Julie had told her that she asked too many questions. Well, she hadn’t said that. She was too diplomatic for something so blunt. But she’d made the point clear.

Julie, Grace reminded herself, was the reason she was talking to Alix in the first place. Just half an hour earlier she’d had so much to say about her that she’d hit the app’s text limit, and now she barely remembered what prompted her to pick up the phone.

Grace


I ran into her today.




Alix


Oh, shit. At work?




Grace


Unfortunately.




Alix


What happened? Was she dramatic? Did she throw a drink in your face? Flip a table?




Alix


Sorry. I recently binged too much Real Housewives with my roommate.




Grace


It was worse than that. She was polite.




Alix


Noooo. Not the p word. What happened?




Closing her eyes, Grace was back in the shared kitchen. She’d been using the touchscreen on the coffee machine to make a vanilla latte when Julie walked in with two of her associates. Grace had kept an eye on her calendar and only ventured to a common area because Julie was supposed to be in trial all month.

The sound of her voice had been a kick in the teeth. Grace had managed to avoid her for so long, she was starting to believe she’d only have to see her at the Gunner Christmas party, and that was two months away. Certainly, she’d have eradicated her feelings by then.

But they were alive and well and roiling in her guts when Julie sauntered into the kitchen. She was glossy perfection in a black dress with the matching suit jacket slung over her arm because October was nearly as hot as August had been. Since they’d last seen each other, Julie had only managed to get even more poised and beautiful.

And then, Julie had spoken. And Grace wanted nothing more than to fucking disappear. The act had always come easily to Julie. So easily that Grace had started to wonder if the veneer was her true self and the woman she’d occasionally slept next to was the lie.

Grace


It was like we’d never been anything but colleagues. She greeted me, chatted about the weather, and continued on with the conversation she’d been having like I was just anyone.




What Grace really wanted to say was that Julie didn’t make her feel common. She’d made her feel invisible. Like she was nobody. But it was too pathetic to admit. Her vision blurred, but she shut her eyes and willed the tears not to form. She was so tired of crying. So tired of feeling sorry for herself.

Alix


I’m really sorry, Gator.




The use of the silly nickname despite Alix having her name forced Grace to smile even as she dried her eyes.

Alix


That must have felt like absolute shit. No one deserves that.




There were no empty platitudes. No attempts to fix it. Nothing but a little validation and empathy. It shouldn’t have made Grace cry. But there she was, desperately trying to stop the flow of tears like an ASPCA ad had caught her at the height of PMS.

Alix


The fucking weather. That’s straight to jail, do not collect your $200.




Grace laughed into her tissue even as she blew her nose.

Grace


Right?? Who does that? I think I’d prefer it if she ignored me. At least then I could tell myself she gave a shit. Like maybe it hurt her too much to look at me.




Alix


I bet she felt seeing you like a kick in the teeth. Some people are just good at hiding their feelings.




Grace


Lucky people.




Alix didn’t have a follow-up quip. Typing and deleting the same text a dozen times, Grace didn’t know how to keep the conversation going. She wasn’t ready to let the freedom of saying what she really thought go. Alix was so effortlessly conversational, but everything Grace came up with sounded so unnatural. Tired, and not ready to lose Alix’s attention, Grace was honest even if not clever.

Grace


What are you up to tonight?




The response came immediately, and Grace dropped against her office chair. Relaxed, without needing to put in a conscious effort.

Alix


Right now? Working and debating whether you work at a magazine or you’re a lawyer. My friends and I can’t agree.




Chuckling, Grace crossed one leg over the other and started typing.


Chapter Four



ALIX

Unfortunately for Alix, mornings at the bungalow always started with Phyllis clattering around the kitchen like she was auditioning for a local philharmonic’s percussion section. At sixty-five, Phyllis somehow had more energy before eight a.m. than Alix could muster with three Alani energy drinks injected straight into her veins. Phyllis puttered around in her battered Oakland Raiders sweatshirt, humming the Jeopardy! theme while filling in her crossword, like mornings weren’t a personal affront to everyone else.

Alix staggered in behind her, hair damp from the world’s fastest shower, jeans half-buttoned, and a tee so rumpled it looked like she’d pulled it from the laundry basket. She collapsed into a chair at the kitchen table.

Phyllis lowered her glasses, looked her up and down, and said, “Well. You look like hell’s understudy.”

Alix groaned and let her forehead fall to the table. “Is there coffee?”

A mug slid across the wood toward her a moment later, two sugars, splash of oat milk, no questions asked. Phyllis might bust her chops, but she always got the order right.

Phyllis tapped her pen against her chin. “Five letters, ‘something you can never find when you need it.’”

“Sleep,” Alix groaned.

“Hmm, no. Doesn’t fit.”

Alix sipped, hissed at the heat, then sipped again. “Dignity.”

“That’s seven letters, dear,” Phyllis said without hesitation, eyes back on her crossword. Then, as if it were an afterthought: “So. Who’s Grace?”

Alix nearly snorted coffee up her nose. “Excuse me?”

Phyllis raised a brow. “Don’t play dumb. I’ve seen her name on your phone dozens of times now. For days you’ve been grinning at that thing like it’s a slot machine spitting coins. Unless you finally joined a pyramid scheme.”

Alix covered her face with her hands. “She’s just a friend.”

Phyllis slapped the crossword triumphantly. “I knew it. Tell me about her.”

“She’s… just someone.”

“Someone,” Phyllis repeated, wrinkling her nose like the word had spoiled. “Someone who’s worth you sneaking around like a teenager?”

Alix peeked out from between her fingers. “We’re just texting about our breakups. Purely platonic. She’s funny. Smart. Some kind of lawyer. She’s in Florida.”

Phyllis leaned back, steepling her fingers like she was holding court. “All right. I’ll need her résumé, three references, and a blood sample. Can’t have you wasting more years on nonsense like Kirstin.”

Alix groaned again.

Phyllis only smiled into her crossword.
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The salon where Alix worked wasn’t hers, which was the point.

It belonged to Vince, a man who’d leaned so hard into a punk-rock aesthetic that the place looked like a Hot Topic tent exploded at a Warped Tour. Black-and-red everything, posters of bands no one had listened to in a decade, chains bolted to mirrors. Vince thought it looked edgy. It reminded Alix of Spencer’s Gifts, circa 2003.

She didn’t like it, but her clients didn’t come for the décor or Vince’s faded eyeliner phase. They came for her. For her steady hands, her ability to yap about anything to anyone, for the way she could make a corporate VP feel a little dangerous with bangs that looked artfully alternative.

If she wanted, she could open her own place. People would follow her. Even Lola and Oscar had said they’d join her. But for now, she loved the short commute and sharing a bungalow with Phyllis and her crossword addiction. She loved the simplicity.

She wasn’t ready to give that up yet.

She rolled in on her longboard anyway, Docs thudding against the floor as she stashed her board in the break room. Lola was already at her station, wrangling a jar of sanitizer wipes, while Oscar leaned against the front desk, scrolling his phone. He barely lifted his chin in a nod.

“Morning, sunshine,” Lola singsonged. “I put on your favorite mix to get you in the mood for Halloween.”

Alix paused, listening until she realized Lola was smirking and she was playing the Twilight soundtrack, which even Alix had to admit had some bangers. She’d agreed to dress up with Lola and Oscar for Halloween, but she had very little say in the theme, unfortunately. ”I need more coffee,” Alix said instead, though she’d had two mugs already.

Her first client was a woman in her fifties with an executive bob and the faint smell of eucalyptus. Not her vibe, but Alix knew her type — someone who wanted to look sharp enough to be taken seriously and kind enough to be approachable at work. Alix delivered textured layers that did both, and the woman tipped generously.

She was rinsing a dark cherry cola dye out of her second client when she saw her.

Kirstin.

Of fucking course.

Sliding into Vince’s chair like she owned the place, blond hair glossy, Oud Wood perfume curling through the air. Alix’s gut twisted. This was her turf, her workplace, and Kirstin damn well knew it.

Kirstin didn’t look at her right away. She never did. That was part of the game. The delay, the control, the faint suggestion that Alix was the one reaching. She crossed her legs and scrolled through her phone, pretending not to notice. Like they hadn’t spent nights together. Like she hadn’t once laughed against Alix’s collarbone and whispered she was trouble.

Alix felt the sting in her chest, quick and sharp, then shoved it down. Silly. It had been casual. Nothing official, nothing promised. Just a few months of bad decisions and great sex that got messy at the end. That’s all.

But it didn’t feel like nothing when Kirstin finally looked up and smiled that same slow, knowing smile. The one that used to make Alix’s knees weak. For a second, her brain short-circuited. The sound of the blow dryers faded and the salon blurred. All she could think about was that one night they had stayed tangled until morning, Alix half-asleep while Kirstin traced the ink on her arm like she was memorizing it. It was stupid to remember that. It was stupid to feel anything now.

It wasn’t like they’d met at a bar. They’d met here, under these lights, over this linoleum. Vince had called out hungover one morning, and Alix had stepped in. She’d given Kirstin the cut of her life, sharp and sleek, and an hour later they’d been pressed against the break room wall, mouths hot, hands greedy.

Now Kirstin strolled in like nothing had happened, like she hadn’t turned Alix’s world sideways and then walked away.

Alix finished rinsing, jaw tight. She smoothed her apron, squared her shoulders, and walked back onto the floor with the kind of grin she wore like armor.

“Kirstin,” Alix said lightly, as though her insides weren’t boiling. “Didn’t expect to see you today.”

Kirstin’s eyes glittered. “Just needed a trim.” She raked her gaze up and down Alix’s body.

Alix’s laugh was low, practiced. “Right. Silly me. How could I ever forget how much you love that fuck-ass bob?”

Kirstin tilted her head, lips curving. “You always did remember the important things.”

The smirk on Kirstin’s face made Alix want to scream, but instead she glanced away with a disinterested expression. Only when she slipped into the break room did she let the mask drop, phone already in her hand.

Grace’s thread glowed at the top. She typed before she could think.

Alix


My ex just walked in like a horror movie jump scare.




The reply came fast.

Grace


Do I need to call security, or is this the part where you get to pretend you don’t care?




Alix bit her lip, thumbs flying.

Alix


Pretend, obviously. Except my stomach just did a triple axel and landed flat on its ass.




Grace


Sounds athletic. Gold medal worthy.




Alix huffed a laugh, leaning against the counter.

Alix


Why do I feel so small? Like… she’s not even better than me. Just shinier. And I’m… here, cutting rich women’s hair, and she’s some bigwig creative director at a marketing agency making up ads for Pepsi.




The words sat there heavier than she meant them to.

The typing bubble appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Grace


Shiny doesn’t last. Trust me, I live in Miami. It rusts, chips, and eventually peels.




Alix chewed her bottom lip, watching the dots appear again for a long time.

Grace


She can be fake and shallow and shiny all she wants. You’re the one people actually like being around. Even if you don’t always see it first.




Her throat tightened. She stared at the words, not sure what to do with them.

Then, to really break her out of the spell, her mom’s contact photo popped up on the screen. She swiped open the call, heart pounding. Surely someone was dead. Her brother? Her dad? Her mom, calling from beyond the grave? If anyone could figure out how to haunt her via cellular connection, it was Helen Wolf.

“Mom? What’s wrong? Everything okay?” Alix asked, feeling breathless.

Her mom made an amused sound. “Hello to you, too, Alexandra. Of course everything’s okay, why do you say it like that?”

Because you’re calling? A thing we almost never do? “Just checking. What’s up?” Alix asked.

“I was just checking in to see if you’d decided on Christmas plans this year,” her mom asked.

Dread pooled in Alix’s stomach. She hadn’t been home in… more years than she had fingers to count. “Uh, I’m not sure. My work schedule is pretty hectic, and… yeah, you know. We’ll see.”

Her mom sounded disappointed as she said, “I understand. I’d really love to have you for Christmas this year, though. Your dad and I both would.”

Yep. That settled it. Her dad had a terminal disease. Alix narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “I’ll really try,” she said, though she wasn’t entirely sure if she meant it.

Oscar stuck his head in the door. “Hey, heartbreak hotline. Your three p.m. balayage is here.”

“Mom, I have to go. We can talk later,” Alix said.

“Sure. Have a good day, dear,” her mom said.

Alix shoved her phone into her pocket, cheeks hot. She wasn’t sure if it was Kirstin in the next chair or Grace on her screen or Christmas plans in Colorado that had her burning.

Maybe all three in combination.

The day dragged. For an hour or so while her bleach processed, Kirstin’s laughter floated across the salon, light and sharp, needling under Alix’s skin until she finally, finally left. Alix didn’t look up from her razor cut as she felt Kirstin’s eyes on her as she walked out the door. Alix powered through her appointments, plastering on her cocky smile, hiding the thrum of inadequacy whispering steadily under her ribs.

But every lull, every stolen moment, she texted Grace. About nothing and everything. About nightmare clients. About her mom’s call. About Phyllis interrogating her that morning over coffee. About how Simple Plan stared back at her from a poster above her station.

Grace answered every time. Wry. Clever. Steady.

By the time the shop closed, Alix was wrung out, her Docs heavy against the floor as she grabbed her longboard from the break room. She kicked off into the fading light, the streets glowing warm and quiet around her, phone buzzing in her pocket.

She didn’t know what she was doing. Didn’t know why the conversation with Grace flowed so effortlessly. Most of the time, they didn’t even text about their breakups or exes. All she knew was that seeing Grace’s name pop up on her phone made her smile and feel light in a way she hadn’t felt in a long time.


Chapter Five



GRACE

“Why did you take out the candy corns?” Grace’s mother shouted from the kitchen.

Sitting on her mom’s love seat and sporting the same black cat ears she’d worn the last seven Halloweens in a row, Grace tucked her bare feet under herself. “Because you can’t have unwrapped candy in a bowl where kids are sticking their hands,” she shouted back. She’d come over to her mom’s house to have a little birthday dinner before handing out candy together. It was a tradition they’d shared as long as Grace could remember. Small, quiet, unfussy. Just like she appreciated.

“What?” Her mother appeared in the living room, a massive bowl overflowing with candy resting on her hip.

Built like carbon copies, Grace’s mother was five and a half feet of naturally tanned curves and was regularly mistaken for Grace’s sister. At sixty-five, her mother wore her hair in a bob now, but she’d had it down to her waist for most of Grace’s life. Although in her over-the-top Mary Poppins wig and hat, she didn’t look like her older sister tonight.

“Mami, you can’t give out unwrapped candy,” Grace repeated when she was standing close enough to hear her over “The Monster Mash” blaring from the speakers outside.

She furrowed her painted-on eyebrows. “Says who?”

“Anyone who doesn’t want to consume meningitis pebbles?” Grace adjusted her glasses. ”And they’re gross,” she muttered to herself.

She scoffed. “They’re fun!”

“So is Russian Roulette until you lose and get sued.” Grace stood at the sound of excited kids ringing the doorbell.

“Ay, Grace, not everyone is thinking about lawsuits all the time.” Her mom rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t hide her amusement.

“Guess I’m blessed with seeing liability and disease vectors everywhere.” Grace swung open the door.

“Trick or treat!” a chorus of adorable Disney princesses chimed in unison.

Groups came and went every few minutes because Grace’s mother’s house was the candy-giving epicenter of a busy neighborhood. Tagging her mom in for her turn, Grace padded to the kitchen for a glass of wine.

She pulled her phone out of the pocket sewn into the side of her black leggings. Alix had been silent for the last few hours, but Grace found herself opening her text app anyway.

Bottle of Malbec on the counter, Grace slid onto the stool and scrolled through their messages. Chuckling at things that had already made her laugh once, Grace kind of missed her. And that was weird, because she shouldn’t miss someone she didn’t really know.

But Alix hadn’t responded since Grace said she was stopping at the pharmacy to overpay for candy that would go on sale in the morning. Of course Alix wasn’t staring at her phone on Halloween. She was probably at a party making out with some delightfully slutty nurse.

And why shouldn’t she? Alix was funny and cool and so sweet. She deserved a little cheap vinyl pressed against her thigh.

With a groan, Grace dropped her phone on the counter and poured a very generous glass of wine. She was a little tipsy when she padded back into the living room to catch her mom dumping a new bag of candy corn into the bowl.

“I’m not defending you if you get sued, lady,” Grace joked as she lay down on the love seat.

Head on a throw pillow and feet kicked up on the armrest, Grace found herself staring at her screen again. Curiosity lured her back to the Breakup Buddies app, but Alix hadn’t been on in weeks. The knowledge triggered a little satisfied tingle in her belly, but she didn’t stop to analyze it. Didn’t stop herself from opening her texts again.

Grace


Candy Corn: yay or nay?




The answer didn’t appear as quickly as usual, but that only made Grace’s thrill more acute when it did.

Alix


You think there’s a wrong answer here, don’t you?




Grace


There’s an objectively incorrect response.




Alix


I have a feeling you were a target of the Candy Corn smear campaign.




The front door opened again, letting in children’s screeching over the Ghostbusters theme song. Grace blamed the sudden noise for the jump in her pulse.

Alix


Why are you thinking about Candy Corn? Those delicious, chewy little nuggets of happiness. Alas, I’m vegan and no longer indulge.




Biting the inside of her cheek, Grace suppressed a grin. Candy corn was revoltingly sweet, but she couldn’t help finding Alix’s enthusiasm about them endearing.

Grace


Because my mom is dressed up as Typhoid Mary this year.




Alix


Wait. Are you handing out candy with your mom? This does not fit the cool lawyer vibe I imagined for you, but it’s very cute.




The “ha!” that escaped Grace’s mouth was mercifully muffled by the wall of sound that invaded the house when her mom opened the door again. No one had ever accused her of being cool. A type-A, overachieving, overthinking, control freak? Definitely.

She was dizzy from the wine and mildly disoriented when the pathetic truth seeped through her thumbs.

Grace


My mom always pretends she needs help, but really she can’t stand me being alone on my birthday. Plus she gets in over her head with the candy thing.




Chat bubbles appeared and disappeared so many times that Grace was on the verge of a panic attack. She’d made it weird, there was no doubt about that, and now Alix—kind, compassionate Alix—was trying to make it un-weird. If only Alix hadn’t already seen the pitiful confession, or Grace would have unsent the message and pretended it had been a mistake. 

She was about to text again, to say that she’d been kidding, when her screen lit up. Not with a text. A FaceTime call.

Grace’s heart dropped at the same time her stomach lurched, so they met in some nausea-inducing point in the middle. Jumping to her feet like she was holding a grenade with a faulty pin instead of a phone, Grace wasn’t sure what to do. She couldn’t answer the phone in front of her mother. That was weird. But not answering felt even weirder. Clearly, she’d just been texting and hadn’t given any reason she couldn’t pick up.

“I have to take this,” Grace said over her shoulder while she ran.

In the kitchen, the Halloween soundtrack her mother had gotten at Party City thirty years earlier could still be heard loud and clear. Afraid that the call would go unanswered if she waited any longer, Grace dove into the pantry. She pulled the little cord for the light and tore off her glasses just as she hit the green button at the bottom of her screen.

The call took three lifetimes to connect, but as a grainy image appeared, Grace smiled. She hadn’t imagined Alix as anything other than a lifeguard stand on a California beach. She’d never let herself paint a picture that had no chance of being accurate. Appearances didn’t matter for a purely platonic friendship that existed only in her phone.

And yet, at the sight of her, the roaring orchestra of anxieties in Grace’s mind didn’t just quiet. It vanished.

The first words she’d ever hear Alix speak were: “Are you in a pantry?”

Glancing at a jar of olives big enough to hold a human head, Grace laughed. She was going to explain about the noise, but then she registered Alix’s appearance after the shock of the unexpected call faded.

Short, wavy brown hair tousled back and coiffed with enviable volume, Alix was attractive by any and every metric. It wasn’t weird that she found her attractive. They were friends. Buddies. Homegirls. Bros. This was absolutely fine. And a little friendly teasing would release carbon monoxide into her body and put any errant butterflies to sleep very humanely.

“Are you dressed as Benedict Cumberbatch’s Sherlock Holmes?” Grace managed after dodging Alix’s question.

A smile that could sell liver-flavored toothpaste ignited on Alix’s face. Surprisingly realistic vampire fangs were in place of her canine teeth. “You really don’t get it?”

Grace replied with a sheepish little shrug.

Holding the phone farther away from herself, Alix revealed a gray coat, but Grace was more curious about where she was standing. With a brick wall at her back and the dampened thud of bass, Grace guessed she was at a bar.

“Nothing?” Alix tried a different angle. When Grace didn’t guess correctly, Alix shook her head. “You’re breaking my heart,” she said with her hand to her chest. A tattoo on her finger was too hard to see in the low light, but Grace strained to make it out.

”Oscar, come here,” Alix called to someone far enough away that she had to yell. A moment later she added, “Shine your phone’s light on me.”

Under a makeshift spotlight, Alix turned and her face and neck glittered. Glittered? That was more confusing and proved her Columbo guess incorrect before she lodged it.

“Sherlock goes to the disco and turns into a vampire?”

Alix flashed an Elvis-inspired lip twitch before delivering a highly dramatic and gruff, “This is the skin of a killer, Bella.”

Hand cupped over her mouth, Grace wasn’t sure whether she wanted to laugh or squeal with delight.

“No, you’re not Edward,” Grace said through her laughter.

“What are you? Team Jacob?” Alix chuckled. “Because I’ve got you covered.” She flipped the camera to reveal a small group standing in an alley leading to what looked like an outdoor bar, but it was too dark to see clearly. She introduced her friends as Lola, dressed as Bella wearing a broken ankle boot and a prom dress, and Oscar, dressed as Jacob complete with a wolf ear headband.

“Who did Anna Kendrick play? I’ll be on her team,” Grace joked.

Still smiling, Alix nodded toward Grace like she was standing there with her. “Where’s your costume?”

Grace looked down at her black T-shirt and leggings. She pointed at the back ears on her head. “I’m a cat.”

“You’re killing me, Gator! That’s not a costume. That’s a headband.” She shook her head, but she couldn’t sell disappointment when she was beaming. “Come on, not even a set of whiskers drawn on with eyeliner?”

“I’m sorry I don’t have your level of… whimsy.”

Alix sighed like it was a lot of work to be so artistic, and then she turned serious. “Is it really your birthday?”

Grace grimaced and debated sticking her head in the olive jar. It would either be death by embarrassment or brining. “I don’t really love celebrating it. It’s just the kickoff to the season of constant social functions where everyone wonders if the family spinster will truly die alone.” She shook her head. “One of my aunts looks at me like she just knows my cats will eat my dead body one day.”

Alix’s smile didn’t falter. “Which is, I suppose, better than them eating your living body?”

Grace chuckled, shifting her weight between her feet. “I’ll be sure to tell her that at Thanksgiving this year.”

“I can tell her for you,” Alix replied.

“What?”

“At Thanksgiving, I can come to Miami and tell your auntie that neither Sheila nor Icarus are getting their fancy little claws in you.”

Stunned, Grace couldn’t decide what to react to first. The fact that Alix remembered her cats’ names off the top of her head, or that she’d just offered to endure Thanksgiving with her and her family.

Grace focused her attention on eyes that were more glassy than glistening. On the flush over Alix’s cheeks. “Are you drunk?”

“Oh, absolutely.”

Forgetting about the unserious offer, Grace held the phone closer like she could will herself to see better. “How are you getting home?”

“I’m not driving, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’ll probably split an Uber with Lola and Oscar and whoever else crams in to bring down my passenger rating.” She shrugged, like getting around a city late on a night like this was no big deal.

“Do you have to go far?”

Alix’s brown eyes brightened. “Are you worried about me?”

“Obviously,” Grace replied. Before she could stop herself because anxiety had hijacked her mouth, she asked, “Will you share your location with me? Just until you get home. So I know you made it okay?”

“Maybe,” Alix replied noncommittally. “If you answer one question truthfully.”

Grace would’ve rolled her eyes playfully, but she was caught up in an unexpected feeling. Alix hadn’t acted like her concern was strange or like she was too much for worrying. That she was too much for anything.

Tiny little lump in her throat, Grace nodded.

“Has anyone sung ‘Happy Birthday’ to you today?”

“Nope,” she replied, although her mother would have been thrilled to celebrate. But after a thirtieth birthday surprise gone wrong, her mother had agreed to focus on Halloween and not her birth.

“Well, we’re correcting that post haste!” Alix stuck her pointer finger in the air, revealing the scissors tattooed on her middle finger. Grace refused to let herself react to it. Alix is a hairdresser, she chastised herself.

“You’re not selling me that you’re not in glittery Sherlock cosplay,” Grace teased.

“Lucky it’s your birthday, Gator,” she said with a sideways glance at the camera, but her smile hadn’t wavered. Not for a moment. “All right. Hang on.”

Suddenly on hold, Grace became aware that it was hot as hell in the pantry. She was still debating whether it would be more or less weird if she changed locations while she waited when Alix reappeared.

Standing up on something high, Alix angled her camera to show Grace a crowd packed shoulder to shoulder in the bar behind her. Over a loudspeaker, a woman’s voice boomed, “On the count of three, ready?”

Three seconds later, hundreds of people she’d never met were singing her “Happy Birthday,” and it was all Grace could do not to cry.


Chapter Six



ALIX

The glitter wouldn’t come off.

Alix stood over the bathroom sink, blinking at the mirror while fine silver flecks clung to her cheekbones, collarbones, even the curve of her ear. Like she’d slept in a snow globe. She dragged a damp washcloth over her face, and more glitter surfaced, multiplying in the hard light. Her short, shaggy hair — tousled just so with enormous effort last night — now slumped sideways in defeat. The gray peacoat she’d worn lay collapsed on the tile like a glamorous corpse.

Too hungover to care.

Edward. That had been the idea. Not Scissorhands, though maybe next year. The sparkle version. Gray coat, black tee, Wayfarers, fangs, and a reckless amount of body glitter. She’d nailed it. Her camera roll said so: grinning with denture-store fangs glued to her canines, Lola dressed as Bella, Oscar as Jacob. A Halloween miracle.

She spat toothpaste, rinsed, and reached for the ibuprofen. Shook the bottle. One hollow click. Empty.

“Cool. Love that for me.”

Memory came back in pieces. The Hollow packed shoulder to shoulder. Witches. Devils. A superhero with his cape in the nachos. Her at the bar, glittering like a disco ball, slapping the counter and yelling, Everyone, we’re singing “Happy Birthday” to my friend or I’m turning you all into vampires!

Laughter, noise, a hundred off-key voices shouting Grace’s name. Oscar trying to harmonize. Lola crying from laughing too hard. Grace watching her through the mess of it, eyes bright, unguarded.

Alix remembered the thump of her own heartbeat, the bow she took with her sunglasses sliding crooked, glitter catching the neon like sparks.

And somewhere in all that chaos, her first call with Grace.

Grace.

Grace’s birthday. Grace standing in a pantry, of all places, lit by the weak bulb overhead, laughing as if the shelves of canned beans were a comedy club. And Grace being… well, fucking gorgeous.

Alix hadn’t really bothered to picture her before; imagining what “Gator” looked like had always felt like crossing some forbidden line in their Breakup Buddy bromance. But Jesus. When she had let her brain wander, she definitely hadn’t conjured this — bright hazel eyes steady enough to level her, lips that made promises just sitting there, skin flawless in a way that didn’t feel fair, and that sleek, glossy hair like it belonged in a shampoo ad instead of a pantry FaceTime.

Now, in the kitchen, her skull pulsing, she fussed with Phyllis’s fancy coffee maker and cursed herself for being a drunken idiot on their first video call.

The doorbell rang.

“Phyllis?” she called, because Phyllis had a habit of going out for yoga or a farmers market and returning without her keys, certain that Alix’s psychic gifts would detect her at the door. “Did you forget your⁠—”

She cracked the door open, T-shirt and underwear and bedhead and glitter, expecting Phyllis to be holding four bundles of kale and something inexplicably perfect, like the time she brought home a Venus fly trap. Instead, a Postmates driver smiled at her past a paper bag that smelled like heaven and hydration.

“Delivery for… Alix?” the driver read off their phone, then clocked the glitter and nodded like they’d seen this battlefield before. It was the day after Halloween in Silver Lake, after all. “You look like you need this.”

“I didn’t… Wait, what is it?” Alix asked.

They handed over the bag and a drink tray that sloshed with Gatorade and what looked like — could it be?! — mint tea in a lidded cup. Taped to the side was a receipt with no name.

Alix stared down at the bag, too hungover to do the mental gymnastics of subtle investigation. “Wait, who sent this?”

The driver shrugged, already backing down the steps. “Order said Gator. Tip was great. Feel better.”

Gator. Alix’s stomach did a giddy leap of excitement, and she didn’t even try to tamp down the dread of her stomach doing anything right now. She closed the door with her hip, carried the offering to the table like a relic, and pulled out the contents like treasure: a small bottle of ibuprofen, two neon-blue Gatorades, a steaming mint tea (the scent alone was healing), and… She opened the compostable clamshell and just about wept. Inside was a still-warm everything bagel with a packet of vegan cream cheese, complete with two greasy hash brown patties on the side.

She popped two pills, chased them with Gatorade, and finally let herself smile. Her thumbs were already moving.

Alix


Are you an angel? How do you know exactly what I need and also where I live?




The three dots blinked. She took a bite of the bagel and groaned, then bit into the hash brown, all salt and starch and grease — complete, like a holy trinity. Another blink, another swallow, her pulse thudding somewhere near her ear where glitter had migrated.

Grace


Angel is strong, but I do accept compliments. And I asked you to share your location last night to make sure you got home okay. You don’t remember?




Alix slapped a hand over her eyes. God. What else didn’t she remember?

Alix


That doesn’t sound like me at all. I am subtle. I am elegant.




Grace


You are glitter. There is a difference.




Alix


I am both and also starving. This is perfect. Thank you thank you thank you.




Grace


I guessed on the mint tea. My mother swears by it for hangovers. I go with water and shame.




Alix laughed, then winced because laughing made the pulsing ache inside her head do a triple-axel jump.

Alix


Please pass my compliments to your mother. Also to the person who invented hash browns.




Grace


Consider it done.




She took another bite, then another, then remembered more of last night’s video call like a rush of cold water. The awareness had sat in her like a sparkler: bright, insistent, throwing off heat even after the flame died.

Bury it, she told herself now, chewing, gulping Gatorade. Bury the part that wants too much too fast and always with unavailable women. She had a long and noble tradition of sprinting toward whatever glowed, then crashing into it with all the grace of a shopping cart. She was not going to do that to Grace. Grace had a job that required composure and words like “precedent” and “therefore.” Grace had a mother who dispensed mint tea wisdom. Grace had… that face.

Alix tossed the empty clamshell in the compost bin, rinsed her fingers, and caught her reflection again: a raccooned Edward Cullen, glitter embedded in every pore. She sighed, a little dramatic for an audience of none, and sipped the tea, which tasted like kindness.

Her phone lit with an incoming call. Grace. She stared at it as if it might bite, then swiped to answer, leaning her hip against the counter, one bare foot crossing the other.

“Hello?” she said, aiming for breezy and, unfortunately, hitting croaky. “Look at us on calling terms.”

“How are you feeling after breakfast?” Grace asked, voice warm and a little husky with morning. Or maybe that was Florida humidity through a phone line. Alix didn’t care. She felt it, low and pleasant.

“Honestly?” Alix said, smiling despite herself. “Like a million dollars with the world’s nicest breakup buddy.”

“I’ll take that,” Grace said, and Alix could hear the smile. “So you’re alive. That’s good.”

“Alive is generous. Re-animated, maybe.”

“On-brand for Edward.”

Alix groaned. “I was hoping you’d forget.”

“Alix, I could never forget the glitter. I’m pretty sure if I fly west I’ll see it from the plane.”

“Rude. True,” Alix conceded, then tipped her head back to swallow more tea. “Hey, um, about last night…”

There was a very small pause. “Mm?”

“I sincerely do not remember most of what I said. Because I think I probably drank gasoline from the way I’m feeling now. And I just… if I made anything weird⁠—”

“You mean offering to come to Miami for Thanksgiving?” Grace asked, gentle as a finger under a chin.

Oh. That. Yeah, that was coming back to her now, too.

“Oh my God,” Alix said, pressing her free hand over her face again. “I did that.”

“You did.”

“I’m sorry,” Alix said, wincing in place. “I didn’t mean to… I mean obviously you were kidding. I was kidding. Imagine me just showing up at your family’s Thanksgiving like a stray cat you found. That’s so weird.”

Grace laughed — a low, delighted sound that did not help Alix’s resolve to bury feelings. “Honestly? The cat would be a hit. My mother feeds every stray.”

“I really didn’t mean to overstep a boundary,” Alix rushed on, because if she didn’t, the part of her that meant it might start talking. “We’re bros, and I would like to continue being your friend at a pace that does not make your relatives alert the authorities.”

“Alix,” Grace said, kind in a way that made Alix’s eyes go suspiciously hot for a second. “You didn’t overstep. I wasn’t offended.”

“Okay,” Alix said, blinking ceilingward until the glitter in her lashes turned the kitchen light into a tiny disco. “Good. Great. Normal.”

There was another one of those thoughtful pauses. She could hear something clink on Grace’s end, a mug against a counter, the sound of a cabinet. “And,” Grace added, just enough air around the word to make it land. “For what it’s worth… I’m kind of into the idea.”

Alix forgot about her head for a second while everything else in her body ignited. “Into…”

“The idea,” Grace said, not rescuing her from the fluster. “Of you coming. Not this week. Obviously. But… yeah. Meeting, in person, that whole radical concept. Honestly, Thanksgiving here is chaotic and loud and full of cousins and domino tables and I’m definitely not looking forward to being secretly heartbroken over Julie in that crowd, and obviously I wouldn’t want you to be overwhelmed, but—” She stopped, then laughed at herself. “I’m sorry, I’m doing that thing where I’m suddenly nervous and I can’t stop talking, even now, realizing that I’m…”

Grace cleared her throat and Alix nearly melted at how adorable she was.

“No, I like it,” Alix said, not realizing she’d whispered until she heard it.

“Oh, okay,” Grace said, sounding thrown-off.

“But, just to put it out there, and not to pressure you into really inviting me or anything,” Alix added, unable to help herself. “But I do own a pair of stretchy pants with tiny turkeys on them because Phyllis thought it would be funny and I have no shame. So I would be appropriately attired.”

Grace made a smiling noise with her throat. “The court appreciates your preparedness.”

“There she is,” Alix said, delighted. “You lawyering today?”

“Always,” Grace said. “But today I’m also the person who sends Gatorade and hash browns to a glitter vampire. That and hanging out with the cats.”

“Working from home sounds delightful.”

Grace hummed a noise of affirmation and Alix smiled into the phone, thanking the cellular gods it wasn’t a video call this time, that Grace couldn’t see how bad she looked or smiley she felt.

“How’s your head?” Grace asked, breaking the tentative silence that had begun to stretch between them.

Alix took a much-needed sip of tea. “Your mother’s tea has saved my life. Please tell her she has my eternal gratitude and that, if she ever needs a haircut, I will fly to Miami and do it in her kitchen.”

“She will absolutely take you up on that,” Grace said. “She has had exactly two people cut her hair: her aunt, and my cousin who went to cosmetology school for three weeks. Adding a real professional to the list would be a boon.”

“Professional is such a generous word for someone who spends half her day talking people out of bangs.” The self-deprecation was a knee-jerk habit at this point. A flinch. She knew she was good — she was booked out with loyal clients, her work Insta account was popular, and she was making the best money she ever had. But some small part of her still knew she was settling, still knew that she was staying in a small pond for comfort. And if she kept saying things like Oh it’s just hair, then the ache of never trying for more might someday fade away.

“That’s a public service.”

“See, I’ve been saying that, too.” Alix laughed, then groaned. “Can you die of a hangover?”

“You okay?” Grace asked, quieter. “I should let you rest. Or, you know, shower off the glitter.”

“It’s embedded,” Alix said grimly, looking at the tiny constellations on her arms. “It’s a part of me now, and I think we’d both just better accept that.”

“Like my IT department always says, consider it a feature, not a bug.”

Alix smiled into the phone until her cheeks ached. “I should probably sleep.”

“You should probably hydrate,” Grace corrected.

“I’m gonna do both. Look at me multitasking.”

“I’ll check in later,” Grace said.

“Okay.”

“Sleep well.”

“Hey, Grace?” Alix asked in a hushed voice.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you. Seriously. This is so kind.”

“It’s no problem,” Grace said quickly, but Alix thought that maybe on the other end of the line, she could feel Grace smiling, too.

Alix didn’t want to hang up. She did anyway, because some small, superstitious part of her believed in leaving good things untouched. The call had ended on laughter, warm and easy, and she didn’t want to press her luck.

She set the phone on the table and looked at the Postmates bag like it was a bouquet. They hadn’t exactly settled on Thanksgiving plans, but the past twenty-four hours had shifted something between them. They’d gone from screen names to faces, from jokes to gestures that carried weight.

Normally, that kind of reality would send Alix running. But with Grace, it felt different — steady in a way that didn’t scare her.

Outside, a leaf blower did its best to ruin the morning. Inside, a glitter vampire finished her mint tea and tried not to think too hard about the fact that someone three thousand miles away had considered her comfort before she did.

She caught herself wondering what she could send for Grace’s birthday. Something small. Thoughtful. Not too much.

By Tuesday, Alix had opened the flight search tab at least six times. Closed it every time.

At work, she leaned against the shampoo bowl while a client’s toner processed, scrolling prices on her phone. LAX to Miami. The numbers looked reasonable until she pictured herself walking off that plane, showing up at someone else’s family holiday like she’d been invited to the big kids’ table by mistake.

She locked the screen and told herself she’d think about it later.

Later became Wednesday night at The Hollow, where Oscar was trying to convince the jukebox to play anything other than Journey. She sipped her beer and stared at the glowing screen again. Round trip, nonstop, carry-on only. Grace hadn’t brought it up since that call. Maybe that meant something. Maybe it didn’t.

“Earth to Wolf,” Oscar said, snapping his fingers. “You’re up. What song?”

“Whatever doesn’t make me feel like I’m in an airport,” she muttered, flipping her phone face down.

By Thursday morning, the search was still sitting open on her laptop, tabs multiplying like fruit flies. Flights. Hotels. Google Maps of Miami, as if she could study her way into being brave enough to go.

She told herself she wasn’t overthinking it. Just… under-deciding.

By Friday night, she gave up pretending she hadn’t already decided.

The salon was closed, the floor swept, the smell of hairspray still hanging in the air. She sat in the back room with her laptop balanced on a towel-draped counter, cursor blinking like it was waiting for permission.

Miami. Thanksgiving. A few days, maybe four. She entered her card number before she could talk herself out of it. The confirmation email hit her inbox with the clean finality of a door clicking shut.

She stared at it for a long minute, then opened her messages.

Alix


So uh… what’s the Miami dress code for Thanksgiving?




Grace


Dangerously casual. Like “barefoot and full of carbs.”




Alix


Good. I just panic-bought a ticket.




A pause. Then the typing dots.

Grace


You’re kidding.




Alix


Is that okay?




Grace


You’d better let me pick you up from the airport.




Alix


I suppose I could allow it.




After she hit send, the room felt different. Lighter.

She closed the laptop and sat there a moment, the hum of the mini-fridge filling the silence. Her pulse had that uneven rhythm of doing something bold after too many days of hesitation. She ran a thumb over the faint shimmer still clinging to her wrist — ghost glitter, refusing to die — and let herself grin.

For once, Alix didn’t overthink it. She just sat there, imagining the heat of Miami, the salt, the sound of Grace’s laugh close enough to touch.


Chapter Seven



GRACE

Parked in the cell phone lot of Miami International Airport, Grace gripped her steering wheel like she was flying down the Autobahn. Staring at a NO UNATTENDED CARS sign like it might sprout lips and tell her to calm the hell down, she took a deep breath.

She checked the status of Alix’s flight for the millionth time. After an hour of waiting, her plane’s status finally updated. Grace’s phone dinged seconds later.

Alix


Landed!




Heart hammering, Grace pulled out of her spot to start the journey into the hellscape that was MIA’s arrivals.

Your body doesn’t know the difference between anticipation and being chased by Jack the Ripper. It wasn’t quite how her former therapist had explained her brain’s inability to distinguish between anxiety and excitement, but it helped Grace sort herself out. Her shaking hands and pounding pulse and twisting guts were totally normal. She was just excited to meet a new friend in person.

Totally fine. No big deal.

When she merged with a legion of other cars, most of which took the lines marking lanes of travel as suggestions rather than rules, she stretched her neck. She and Alix had been talking every day, several times a day, for weeks. It wouldn’t be weird in person.

Would it be weird in person? No. If nothing else, Alix would be too tired for things to be weird. After a transcontinental flight, Alix was going to be desperate to get to her hotel.

Grace checked the time. It was almost two. Alix would probably be able to check in. To take a shower, get some rest, and emotionally prepare to be assaulted by her loud-ass family tomorrow.

God, her family. Despite telling her mother repeatedly that Alix was just a friend, she hadn’t stopped giving her cheeky little grins. Even over the phone, she could hear her mother’s unspoken “if you say so.”

And then there was the whole vegan thing. Despite multiple explanations, she wasn’t sure her mother grasped Alix’s dietary restrictions. That pork was not “practically tofu.” That it was still meat even if it wasn’t red.

Sandwiched between an airport shuttle and a Maserati, Grace was giving herself a pep talk when she saw her. In loose jeans, a faded black T-shirt, and combat boots, Alix was scanning the sea of honking cars. When she spotted Grace, her smile sprang to life.

Fighting for a place to pull over and pick Alix up, Grace gripped the steering wheel with clammy hands and bullied her way into a spot. She focused on the series of tasks she had to perform: Put the car in park. Open the trunk. Stop trembling.

“Hey!” Alix’s voice sounded different without an electronic filter, but Grace didn’t let herself linger on the way it soothed her nerves.

“Hi!” Grace hurried around to the back of the car where Alix was slinging her stuffed backpack and duffel into the trunk.

“Are you a hugger?” Alix’s tattooed arms were already open as she asked. Even if Grace wasn’t, she wouldn’t have been able to stop herself from lunging forward.

“You kidding?” She stepped in, the aroma of car exhaust a lovely complement to the deafening honking that echoed in the covered space. “Wait ’till you meet my family. They practically French-kiss strangers.”

She would’ve regretted the incredibly awkward response to a perfectly normal question, but she was too busy stepping on Alix when she went in for the hug too fast.

“Shit, sorry.”

Alix grinned, unfazed by Grace’s sudden inability to act like a regular human, and wrapped her arms around her. Thanks to Alix’s three-inch height advantage, Grace landed unexpectedly at the crook of her neck. She was returning the tight embrace when she accidentally took a greedy inhale of Alix’s scent, basking in the warmth of sandalwood and jasmine.

“Hi,” Alix repeated, voice gentle where it landed against the shell of Grace’s ear and inexplicably drowned out the noise. “Thanks for picking me up.”

Grace let go a moment after Alix did. “Yeah, of course. You know the surge pricing is ridiculous during the holidays.” She clamped her jaw shut before she could say anything else.

“What are the odds you have some snacks stashed somewhere in your sweet ride?” Alix said when she slid into the passenger seat and closed the door.

“I thought you grabbed a sandwich before you boarded.” Grateful that she had the job of driving to focus on, Grace looked dead ahead.

“I did,” Alix replied with a chuckle. “Too bad the lettuce was slimy.”

“Slimy?” Grace spared her a glance after getting into the lane that would lead them east toward Alix’s artsy Wynwood hotel. “Hello, listeria.”

“Right? No thanks.” She crossed her leg, and all Grace could see in her peripheral was the bottom of her boot and a tattooed forearm when she rested her hand on her leg. “And the smoothie place wasn’t open, but it’s fine. Whatever.” Alix waved away her complaints. “You got any trail mix in that bag?” She pointed at Grace’s purse in the back seat.

“Unfortunately not.” Grace regretted not having considered that Alix hadn’t eaten since she left her house. Not having planned for it.

“No worries,” Alix replied as if worry wasn’t hardwired into Grace’s nervous system. “Is there like a Taco Bell or⁠—”

Grace snapped her head to the side. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence.”

Alix’s dark brown eyes were luminous even in the hazy afternoon. The corner of her mouth twitched before she bit her bottom lip, and Grace had to force her attention back to the road before she drove them off it.

“Are you fucking with me?”

“Only a little.” Alix chuckled. “I mean, technically no, because I love Taco Bell, but I am hungry enough to eat literally anything right now.”

The mention of fast food reminded Grace of a place she hadn’t been to since she was a kid, but it was out of their way. “Do you want to see whether you can check in early?”

“Are you going to make me scrounge for leftover continental breakfast?” Alix shifted to pull her phone out of her back pocket.

“I’m sure you don’t want to spend hours bouncing around Miami traffic after you’ve been traveling since last night.” She slowed when the car in front of her hit its brakes. “Where I take you for lunch depends on whether we’ve got four hours to kill or not.” Eyes on her rearview, she stopped and was grateful when the driver behind her was paying attention rather than slamming into her. A fender-bender was not on the itinerary.

Looking at Alix was a mistake. Her eyes were absolutely mesmerizing in person. The same roasted chestnut as her cool, textured hair, Alix’s eyes were deep set and inescapable. Every feature on her face seemed to have been designed in service of those eyes. High cheekbones and thick brows only made her eyes more enthralling. And those dimples. Jesus.

Alix gave her a lopsided grin. “What?”

Caught, Grace tried not to jump. She furrowed her brow and pretended she hadn’t been staring. “Is that…” She leaned closer. “Glitter?”

“What?” Alix pulled down the visor to check her reflection. She checked her face and her strong jaw and long, elegant neck.

Grace laughed before whipping into the neighboring lane when she saw an opening.

“Now are you fucking with me?” Alix flipped up the visor.

“Only a little,” she teased.

While they crawled, Alix called her hotel. “Check-in is at four? That’s so late. And no early check-in at all? I can take a⁠—”

The person on the other line was loud enough for Grace to hear in the quiet car. “Listen, you’re lucky you even have a room,” the lady said. “A problem at the port stranded three thousand cruise ship passengers on Thanksgiving weekend and they’re desperate for any accommodations.”

“Damn, that’s awful. I’m sorry.” Alix’s tone was so earnest. “You must have quite the job finding them somewhere to stay.”

The pause on the other end was noticeable. “It is… Thank you.”

The smallest gesture of empathy and kindness shouldn’t have been so surprising, but Grace looked at Alix with the same amazement as the hotel clerk had expressed. Who the heck stops to think about the plight of a customer service rep after being denied something?

“Welp, a few hours to kill it is,” Alix said when she hung up.

Grace nodded. “Then I’ve got just the place.”

They compared notes on LA versus Miami traffic, and Grace couldn’t believe anywhere sounded worse than Miami. Although, LA didn’t also have Mad Max-level aggression.

When Grace pulled up to a KFC in a neighborhood that was all 1980s strip malls and squat, ugly little buildings, Alix stared at her. “I know I said I’d eat anything, but I’m pretty sure not even the water is vegan in there.”

Grace laughed while waiting for a landscaping truck to pull out of a space. “Do you trust me?”

Alix gave her another lopsided smile. “Duh.”

Hopeful that the place was still as she remembered, though wishing she’d called ahead, Grace backed into the spot.

“Don’t tell me you’re one of those, Gator!” Alix put her hand over her modest chest after removing her seat belt.

“One of what?” She reached for her bag in the back.

“A backwards parker!”

“Oh, I’m sorry I don’t want to waste time pulling out blindly in case of an emergency.” She locked the car before they started for the building that hadn’t changed in thirty years. A good sign.

Alix was in the middle of making her case for why reverse parking was irrational, when they stepped inside and were greeted by a blast of classic salsa music.

“Well, this is unexpected,” Alix said, cutting herself off.

The hard wooden booths were chipped and the red vinyl chairs peeling, but it was the fried chicken on everyone’s plates that made Grace nervous. When she made it to the front of the long line, she took her chances.

In Spanish, she asked the elderly woman with a headset resting on her neck rather than on her head whether they still had a special menu. The woman, who looked like she could be anyone’s abuela, shook her head.

“No, we only serve the chicken,” she replied loudly, leaning forward like Grace was wearing a wire and she wanted to be sure it picked up her declaration clearly.

Grace was too good at cross-examining witnesses not to know immediately that the woman was lying. But she collected corroborating evidence. In the open kitchen behind the counter, there were only abuelas. A huge, simmering pot was not for some prepackaged gravy.

Continuing in Spanish, Grace swore that she wasn’t from the health department — though she wondered if her tailored jeans and ironed J.Crew T-shirt screamed narc. She explained about her visiting friend and how she wanted to show her the real Miami. For the kicker, she gestured toward Alix and in Spanish said, “Look how skinny she is, poor thing. She doesn’t have anything like this in California.”

Abuela broke. No Cuban woman over sixty could stand to see a thin body. And anyone who didn’t have to get horizontal to struggle their way into a pair of jeans was too thin.

“Two family meal deals,” she screamed into an unplugged microphone. “To go!”

“I don’t know what that was, but it was amazing,” Alix said when they were walking to the car minutes later, two paper bags in hand.

“I thought you understood Spanish.”

“So did I,” Alix joked. “But that was so fast and her accent was… indescribable.”

Grace offered a sympathetic nod. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it.”

In the car, Grace opened the first container to reveal naturally vegan Cuban-style black beans over a mountain of white rice. As soon as she saw it Alix laughed.

“Holy shit! Is this for real?” She took the non-franchise Styrofoam container and inhaled the steam. “This smells so good.”

Grace wanted to enjoy the thrill of having surprised Alix, but her car’s speakers informed her that her mother was calling in surround sound.

“Eat,” Grace said, leaving no room for disagreement.

Alix grinned like she just couldn’t stop since she’d gotten out of the airport. “Yes, ma’am.”

She turned off Bluetooth and picked up the call. Grace missed the first thirty seconds while watching Alix shovel a spoonful into her mouth, close her eyes, and lean against the headrest. When she muttered a euphoric, “Oh, my God,” Grace allowed only a moment of self-satisfied glee.

“Wait, what?” Grace said into the phone.

“The Costco card,” her mother repeated unhelpfully. “She doesn’t have one.”

Grace allowed her pause to speak for her. To signal that she still had absolutely no idea what the hell she was talking about.

“It’s your cousin’s favorite pumpkin pie,” her mother explained like it was something Grace should have catalogued, or even known which cousin she was talking about. “And they’re closed tomorrow. But your Tia Sylvia is already here with the dog, and I can’t leave it⁠—”

“Ma, what do you need me to do? Pick up a pumpkin pie?”

“Yes.”

Grace glanced at Alix, who looked like she’d reached a previously undiscovered level of bliss. “I’ll get there before they close.”

“Where are we going?” Alix asked after taking a breath.

Grace opened her container, balancing it in one hand before diving in with a flimsy plastic fork. “It’s nothing. After I drop you off, I have to get the only pumpkin pie one of my cousins is willing to accept, apparently.”

“I’m going with you,” Alix replied.

Grace chuckled. “You do not have to brave the nightmare⁠—”

“What else am I doing? Let’s go! Show me your city.” She pointed her fork at the unappealing landscape. “You’re already killing it. What else you got?”

If Dante were revising his circles of hell for modern times, Costco in the afternoon before Thanksgiving had to be the new fourth. No one in the endless line took pity on Grace and Alix standing there with a single item. But the half hour they waited to pay was a blink thanks to Alix’s ability to make easy conversation.

They’d talked so long, in fact, that it was only when Grace was standing at her mother’s door holding a pie the size of a manhole cover that she realized Alix was about to meet her family.

She didn’t have time to panic before the aggressively decorated harvest-themed door swung open.

“You must be, Alix,” her mother said after ignoring Grace. She pulled her into the house and into a hug without stepping on her, so she was already doing better than Grace. “Come in. I’m Connie” was all her mother managed to get out before Tia Sylvia’s black Newfoundland dog barreled for the door.

“Don’t let him get out!” Tia Sylvia shouted from the family room as if Grace might somehow miss the two-hundred-pound bear-dog running at them.

Grace shut the door and braced for impact. At two years old, Baby was the size of a grown man and greeted everyone with a tackle. Stomping on her foot was an improvement from trying to rest his front paws on her shoulders to eat her face.

“Hey, buddy.” Alix scratched Baby behind the ear. “Aren’t you beautiful.”

“Oh, yeah, beautiful.” Connie scoffed. “You don’t have to get three tons of fur out of your AC filter.”

“Which fridge do you want this in? I want to get Alix back to Wynwood. Her hotel⁠—”

“Hotel?” her mother repeated like Grace had uttered an unforgivable curse. “No. She doesn’t need a hotel.” She looked at Alix. “You don’t need a hotel. I made up the guest room⁠—”

“Mom, no. She has a perfectly nice hotel and she doesn’t need⁠—”

“What need?” Her mother was undeterred and hell-bent on making things weird. She shouldn’t have picked up the stupid pie that was getting heavier by the moment. “It’s Thanksgiving. She’s not going to stay by herself in a cold hotel. And there’s no sense driving back and forth three hours round trip. Both of you stay. Alix, you want to stay, don’t you?”

Alix looked like she was about to let herself be guilted into moving right in and paying rent if Connie wanted her to.

Grace stood between Alix and her mother to block her view. “Don’t put her on the spot. She’s too polite to say no, but I’m not. She already has⁠—”

The sound of something shattering against the tile floor yanked everyone’s attention to the family room. To where her Aunt Sylvia was picking up the shards of a vase.

Her mother unleashed a tirade of curses that were mercifully in the Cuban Spanish Alix hadn’t grown accustomed to yet. While her mother and Sylvia, who were cousins and not sisters, argued, Grace saw her chance to flee.

“Don’t move,” Grace whispered to an incredibly amused Alix still standing by the door. “And don’t agree to anything,” she warned.

Alix flashed a Scout’s Honor, like Grace’s family had stunned the words out of her. Oh, God. Tomorrow was going to be a fucking nightmare.

Grace bolted to the kitchen to drop the pie on the counter already overflowing with meal prep. She dashed to the door, primed to shout her goodbye and drag Alix back to the car.

“I can’t cancel my trip, Connie!” Sylvia shouted, Baby jumping at her side like they were playing the best game.

“You told me he was trained, Sylvia!”

“He is!”

“In what? Aerial performance?” her mother shrieked, earning a chuckle from Alix. “How am I going to wrangle him and thirty people tomorrow? It’s too much.”

“I’m getting on a plane to Finland in six hours, Connie.” Sylvia threw her arms out wildly like it was related to her point. “Where am I going to find a sitter who can administer his medications on such short notice, huh?”

“They’re probiotics, Sylvia. Don’t be dramatic.”

“He needs them. He has a very sensitive stomach.”

“I can’t⁠—”

“If I cancel, I won’t get my money back. Do you know how expensive it is to book a heated igloo under the northern lights?”

“Why the hell are you even going?”

“It’s on my bucket list, Connie!”

Grace stepped into the living room with an open view of the family room. “You guys, we’re leaving, okay? See you tomorrow⁠—”

“Grace!” Aunt Sylvia said like she’d already forgotten she was there. “Why don’t you and your girlfriend stay at my place? It’s only ten minutes away. You don’t⁠—”

“Tia, she’s not my⁠—”

“Of course I will,” Alix said when she appeared behind her, and the noise stopped. Even Baby ceased jumping to look at Alix.

“Really?” Sylvia’s eyes widened like Alix had sprouted wings and a halo.

“What?” Grace turned to look at Alix.

“I can stay at your aunt’s place and take care of Baby. I’m sure the hotel will be thrilled to have the room back. They won’t charge⁠—”

“If they charge, I’ll pay for it.” Sylvia vaulted forward and slammed into Alix with a hug almost as aggressive as Baby’s greeting. “And I’ll leave you girls some pizza money, don’t worry.” She beamed at Grace and added, “This one is definitely a keeper.”

There were too many things warranting objections happening at once. “Tia, I can’t. We don’t… I⁠—”

“It’s no problem.” Alix grinned, her arm still around Sylvia like they were old buddies. “She can’t miss the northern lights, Grace. It’s on her bucket list.”

“Bucket list,” Sylvia repeated with a fervent nod. “And you know, at seventy, I might not have many opportunities left to travel.”

“What the hell is a bucket list?” Connie grumbled, but she looked too delighted to get Baby out of her house to side with Grace.

Grace relented. “You don’t have to lay it on so thick, Tia.” She cast a glance at Alix. “I can’t leave you in my aunt’s house alone with him.” She glanced down at Baby and his lolling tongue. “I’ll stay with you.”

“Oh, you’re a doll.” Sylvia cupped Grace’s face. “You’ve always been my favorite,” she lied, starting for the door.

Grace watched Alix turn back to Connie, reaching out to take her hand and say, “It was so lovely to meet you. I hope we get to talk more tomorrow.” Her mom ignored the hand and responded with a hug and pat on the cheek.

Sylvia paused, Baby’s leash in hand. “Come on, I’ll show you how to administer his medication with every meal.”

“Because my daughter passed the bar but she can’t sprinkle powder on food?” her mother called after them.

Grace was driving with Alix in the passenger seat and following Sylvia’s van when she registered just how unexpectedly disastrous Alix’s first encounter with her family had gone. At her side, Alix looked like she’d never been more amused at having witnessed an actual circus.

Grace might’ve laughed. But then she remembered whose house they were driving toward.


Chapter Eight



ALIX

Sylvia’s van was a beast, plastered in national park stickers with a peeling decal that read I Brake for Mushrooms. Grace followed behind like she was bracing for impact, hands tight on the wheel. Alix, sprawled in the passenger seat, grinned. “Your aunt drives like she’s auditioning for Fast & Furious: Miami Edition.”

“The second one took place in Miami,” Grace commented idly.

Alix shook her head. “Then maybe that’s where she learned these moves.”

Grace muttered something about traffic safety, but Alix only smirked.

She watched Grace as she drove, thoroughly entranced by the woman beside her. Alix had seen her face a hundred times on video calls, pixelated and flattened, but the real thing knocked her off balance. Grace was all warm tones and sharp lines, eyes like they’d been carved with intention, mouth too expressive for someone trying to act chill. She was downright stunning, and Alix had been trying not to stare all afternoon.

It took Alix a full beat to remember how to move her own face.

The coral stucco bungalow sat under a mango tree that looked ready to crush the roof. The yard was just as chaotic as Aunt Sylvia’s first impression: a rusted bike reborn as a succulent planter, a concrete pelican draped in Mardi Gras beads, a sign painted in bold letters — WELCOME (UNLESS YOU VOTED FOR HIM).

“Is your aunt secretly the best?” Alix asked. “Should we try to matchmake her with Phyllis?”

“She’s really something.” Grace snorted in amusement, but didn’t outright say no. “Um, just to let you know, don’t... touch anything inside.”

“What’s that mean?” Alix asked, already climbing from the car.

It all made sense once the door opened.

“Mi casa es su museo,” Sylvia declared, sweeping them in. She wasn’t kidding. Every wall and shelf groaned with collections: ceramic frogs, miniature typewriters, cruise ship plates, snow globes gone cloudy with age. A shadowbox labeled ROCKS THAT LOOK LIKE OTHER THINGS made Alix beam.

“This one looks like a potato. This one looks like Florida. It’s coral,” Sylvia stated proudly as she saw Alix inspecting the box. “From the Keys. Don’t tell the government.”

Alix loved her instantly.

As they walked through the house, she followed Grace, watching Grace’s hand brush the doorframe in passing, fingertips trailing along the wood. For some reason, Alix felt it like static.

Baby pinballed around their legs like a sugar-high toddler. In the kitchen, an altar of probiotic powders — GutGlow, HappyTummy, RegularPup — lined the counter. The freezer, Sylvia assured them, was stocked with emergency empanadas. “Grace, I know you’re healthy. You too?”

Alix glanced toward the freezer. “I try to eat my veggies.”

“Tia, Alix is vegan,” Grace said impatiently.

“Vegan, hmm?” Sylvia eyed Alix. “Ah, that reminds me. I do have some vegan brownies somewhere around here.” She waved toward the cluttered counters.

“Vegan brownies? I can’t wait to check those out,” Alix said politely.

“Good girl.” Sylvia patted her arm.

Alix exaggerated a swoon behind Sylvia’s back, making Grace smile.

The guest room nearly finished them. A queen-sized bed covered in flamingo sheets dominated the space. Atop the dresser, a porcelain doll in a sealed acrylic case watched with soulless eyes.

“Fresh sheets,” Sylvia said. “Do not touch the doll.”

“Why is the doll in a tube?” Alix whispered.

“Because she is haunted.” Sylvia stated flatly. “Found her in Ocala.”

“Does she watch you sleep?” Alix asked.

“Or just judge you,” Grace added.

Alix glanced toward the bed. “So, just the… one… bed?”

“Yes.” Sylvia nodded, cheerful and oblivious, then swept out of the room.

The door shut.

Silence, then a long look between them. Grace’s mouth twitched like she might say something.

Alix shifted her weight and adjusted the strap of her bag, pretending to study the room like it might reveal a second mattress if she looked hard enough. The walls were a polite beige. The comforter neatly folded. Nothing helpful in sight.

Her pulse did that unsteady thing again — too quick for how still she was standing. She tried not to picture it: Grace asleep beside her, close enough to share warmth, the quiet sound of her breathing in the dark.

She rubbed the back of her neck. “Guess I’ll take the side that doesn’t hog the blanket,” she said.

Grace laughed uncertainly, still looking anywhere but her.

Alix smiled too, though she already knew she wasn’t sleeping tonight if they were sharing a bed. And she wasn’t ready to fully unpack why that might be.

She found a bit of luck in the living room. She pressed a hand to the couch, felt the click, and unfolded a brand-new pullout bed. “Ta-da.”

Grace laughed, half relief, half disbelief. “You genius.”

“Oh, yes, there’s also this bed,” Sylvia said, as though she had magically forgotten that the pullout existed.

Grace and Alix made up the pullout together after Sylvia brought linens. Their hands brushed, sparking up Alix’s arm. She ignored it. Grace seemed to ignore it harder. Baby tried to claim the mattress until Grace shooed him off.

“You can take the bed, and I’ll take the pullout,” Alix said.

“No way, that haunted doll is all yours,” Grace said. “I’m taking my chances out here.”

“It’s probably more comfortable. I wouldn’t want to impose,” Alix tried again, desperate not to sleep near an object that was highly likely to be wielding a kitchen knife in the night.

“No, no, I insist,” Grace said, but Alix could see there was a hint of a smile.

The rest of the tour blurred by: seashell soaps in the bathroom, a corkboard labeled TRIPS I WILL TAKE, neon towels stacked high in the laundry room, a back porch teeming with plants, and a mason jar labeled ALGAE?? that glowed faintly. Alix peered into it with reverence.

Most of the backyard was taken up by a large pool.

“Don’t worry, it has a sensor that will tell you if Baby falls in,” Sylvia explained.

“What do I do if he falls in?” Alix asked, worry pitching her voice higher.

Sylvia looked at her with the kind of look normally reserved for small children asking ridiculous questions. “You get him out, dear.”

Alix exchanged a look with Grace that she hoped communicated her distress about the idea of fishing a gigantic Newfie out of a pool, including but not limited to having to lift a two-hundred-pound, soaking wet dog.

Sylvia left shortly before dinner.

After inspecting the empanadas, Grace gave up and ordered takeout. Grace slipped into quick Spanish on the phone, and Alix tried not to stare too openly at her, or notice how attractive that sounded. They carried everything out to the patio: containers of eggplant Papas Rellenas, oyster mushroom ropa vieja and yuca fries, mismatched plates, half a bottle of Rioja, and Baby, who begged shamelessly and who Alix nervously watched pace back and forth by the edge of the pool.

For a long time, they just ate. The kind of quiet that wasn’t strained, just the muffled symphony of plastic lids popping, silverware scraping, occasional appreciative groans. They poured second glasses, then third ones. By the time the bottle was gone, awkwardness had softened into ease.

In the glow of the patio string lights, Grace looked more at ease than she did on video calls. Her eyes reflected gold, her tied-back hair coming loose around her face. Alix watched her for a heartbeat too long, tracing the curve of her smile, the small gestures that screens never caught.

She found herself smiling and looked down at her glass, swirling the wine like it was fascinating. The crickets began their night song somewhere in the nearby bushes.

“Did you enjoy it?” Grace asked, gesturing to the table.

“It was ridiculously good,” Alix said, leaning back in her chair, her eyes closed in appreciation of the warm night and good food and better company. “Why do I live in LA again? I’m moving immediately.”

Grace’s laugh was small but real. “You’d miss it. Admit it.”

“I’d miss Phyllis,” Alix corrected, grabbing the last piece of yuca. “She’s the only thing keeping me grounded. Also, if we’re being honest, I don’t know if she could afford the house without me, so we’re stuck together for now.”

“Is Phyllis really the only reason you’re still in LA?” Grace asked.

Alix shrugged, swirling her wineglass.

Grace tipped her head, watching her with an expression Alix couldn’t name. Thoughtful. Curious.

The air shifted, almost visible in the space between them. A small charge, quiet but undeniable. Alix felt it at the base of her throat, a pulse that didn’t know how to hide.

She became aware of everything at once. The sound of the crickets. The faint clink of glass on wood. The warmth still radiating off the plates. Grace’s gaze steady and unhurried, like she was studying something she intended to remember.

It hit Alix then that she’d felt close with Grace while getting to know her, but they had never actually been this physically close before. Not without a screen or a phone or a thousand miles to blur the edges. Now there was only the night air and a few inches of table.

She should have looked away. She didn’t.

For one long moment, the world contracted to the sound of Grace breathing, the dark sweep of her hair along her collarbone, the lush curved shape of her mouth.

Grace finally looked down, a small smile playing there, and covered a yawn with the back of her hand. “We should probably go to bed,” she said, her voice low, a little rough at the edges.

Alix nodded, even though her body was still catching up to the idea of movement. “Yeah,” she said. “Probably.”

Inside, Alix quickly claimed the couch by fully flopping onto it, limbs spread like a starfish. “No, really, I’ll take the couch. You look like someone who requires three pillows and perfect darkness. Don’t deprive yourself.”

Grace muttered something about impossible Pisces but didn’t argue further.

They said good night in the living room, both shuffling their feet like teenagers. Grace lingered in the doorway. “You sure?”

“I’m sure,” Alix said, twisting onto her side with exaggerated confidence that hid the springs now digging into her hip bones. “Luxury accommodations.”

Grace shook her head but smiled, retreating down the hall. Alix stared up at the ceiling fan, every slow turn reminding her to breathe, to relax, to not make Grace feel weird with whatever was beginning to bloom behind Alix’s ribs.


Chapter Nine



GRACE

Trying to ignore the doll in its plexiglass prison clearly built for the sole and sinister purpose of being creepy AF, Grace stared at the textured ceiling. She didn’t normally sleep in the kind of T-shirt fired from a cannon. Scratchy. White. “Cruisin’” splashed across her boobs, with no indication whether it promoted a love of ocean voyages or trolling for sex with strangers. She didn’t even normally sleep outside her own bed, and never without a travel bag. But of course, even dropping off a freaking pumpkin pie had upended Grace’s plans.

She shut her eyes tightly enough to see a million points of silvery light, and they each judged her for letting Alix’s trip spiral into disaster. God, Alix. She’d probably go back to LA with a hundred stories about the weirdo she met on an app.

Rolling onto her side, Grace tried to convince herself that nothing was as bad as it looked. That she had a habit of catastrophizing. Naomi had happily agreed to pop by her condo to take care of Icarus and Sheila. It was just a few days, and Alix was either an award-winning actor, or she really didn’t mind sleeping in Marie Kondo’s personal hell.

The memory of Alix smiling at Sylvia’s collection of weird-ass rocks triggered something bright and fizzy in Grace’s chest. There was no better sport on the planet than Alix. She’d rolled with every unexpected turn like she was excited to see what was next. Grace couldn’t imagine that level of patience, but she’d empty out her 401(k) for it.

Once she’d conjured the image of Alix in her mind, she couldn’t think of anything else. Her cool hair and easy swagger and mesmerizing eyes and those fucking dimples. Grace groaned into a lumpy pillow and resisted the urge to scream. She couldn’t be attracted to her. That was creepy and embarrassing. Worse, it fed into the stupid stereotype that lesbians couldn’t be just friends.

Plus, there was no way that Alix would be attracted to her in return. Alix’s aura was blindingly bright. She was sweet and thoughtful and so comfortable in her own skin… skin that was tanned and flawless and tattooed and — no.

She couldn’t let herself develop a stupid crush. Alix was the only person in her life she could be herself with, and that was irreplaceable. She couldn’t mess it up. It was probably just her brain confusing her excitement about a new friend with something else.

Sleep wouldn’t show up no matter how hard Grace tried. She blamed it on not having her green noise machine, lavender pillow spray, or weighted blanket. Although, her sleeping pills strong enough to knock out a rhino would’ve been clutch.

Grace’s mind was drifting somewhere between the warm brown of Alix’s eyes and interrogatory responses she had to finish drafting for a client, when an ear-piercing alarm sent her flying to her feet. Scrambling in the unfamiliar room in the dark, Grace slammed her toes into a dresser before finding the doorknob.

No smoke, that was good. Was it carbon monoxide? Grace sniffed the air like the damn gas wasn’t famously odorless. Racing down the narrow hallway, she didn’t feel like she was going to pass out, which she decided was a net positive. In the overstuffed living room, the sofa bed was empty and Alix was nowhere to be found.

Grace looked outside in time to see Alix running seconds before a splash joined the screaming alarm. Bolting for the patio, Grace’s heart stopped when she saw Alix struggling to get Baby out of the pool. The blaring screech must have been the pool surface alarm.

Instinctively, Grace leapt in behind Alix to save the dog from drowning. The initial shock of the cold water chased away any lingering drowsiness, and Grace immediately positioned herself at Baby’s side across from Alix. Having jumped in the deep end, Grace struggled to keep Baby above the surface. As soon as she could feel the bottom with her tiptoes, she panted to catch her breath.

“Give me your hands,” Alix said, eyes wide and face etched with worry. “We can make a float.”

Standing on the balls of her feet, Grace grabbed Alix’s forearms. As soon as they put their arms under Baby, he started to paddle smoothly rather than flail. Holding him up like the strangest flotation device, they crab-walked all the way to the steps, where Baby mercifully got himself out of the pool. Kickboxing class had not given her the ability to carry a soaking wet fur factory out of a body of water.

As soon as Baby was out and shaking forty gallons of pool water from his coat, Grace found the source of the unholy noise. Just as she’d thought, it was a sensor that alerted every person on earth that something had gotten in the pool. She hit all the buttons on the contraption mounted to the ledge until it finally went silent.

“What happened?” Grace asked, chest and arms burning from playing lifeguard. “Are you okay?” She rested her hands on her hips where the water lapped at her waist in the shallow end.

“He was whining so I thought he had to pee, and I let him out, but he just cannonballed into the pool and—” Alix stopped short, her attention fixed on Grace’s torso. “Uh, what are you wearing?”

Grace looked down at herself. At the stupid Cruisin’ shirt plastered to her body. At just how see-through it had become in the water. At her own nipples staring back at her like she might otherwise forget it was cold.

Dropping into the water, Grace’s embarrassment flooded her skin with enough heat to turn the pool into a hot tub. “I wasn’t expecting not to go back home, okay?” Shame made her pitch high enough to crack a snow globe. “My aunt had this⁠—”

“You could have borrowed something of mine,” Alix replied with a lopsided grin. “Although, I mean, it’d be hard to top such an iconic design. Cruisin’…” Alix laughed.

Grace wanted to respond, but she couldn’t exactly form words when Alix was moving toward her, water gently breaking around her. When her hair was slicked back and her eyes were reflecting the moon. When her black muscle tee outlined the soft curves of her body and revealed just how many more tattoos painted her skin. She couldn’t be certain, but she thought she saw that Alix was wearing only boxer briefs and a T-shirt right before she jumped in the pool. Curiosity pulled her gaze toward Alix’s legs, trying to see just how covered that skin might be in ink, too.

Relief from having saved Baby was replaced by a new adrenaline spike. Pulse pounding in her throat, Grace couldn’t stop her gaze from moving toward Alix’s lips. Lips that were parting as Alix neared.

“I’m so sorry,” Grace said, teeth on the brink of chattering. “This is not going at all how I planned.” She swallowed hard, like that might flush the shame from her system. “You must think I’m such a mess.”

Alix smiled slowly, revealing a single dimple at a time. She lowered herself to be neck-deep in the pool and at Grace’s eye-level. Gently, she reached out and brushed something from the top of Grace’s cheek. Mascara, Grace guessed, since she didn’t have her makeup removing products.

“That’s not what I think of you,” Alix whispered, her voice reverberating in every part of Grace’s trembling body.

It was a suspended moment. One Grace wished she could freeze. She didn’t want Alix to take her hand away, warm and sure. She wanted her to move closer until she was only a breath away.

Grace could nearly taste the yes of Alix’s kiss on her lips. She could close her eyes. Could give in. God, for once, she could give in just because it felt good. Because she wanted it. But her brain slammed on the brakes hard enough for whiplash.

You only fall for women who don’t pick you. Julie never had. It was as nauseating as it was true. Why would Alix ever choose her? Alix who was three time zones away and hadn’t once hinted at being open to dating after Kirstin. Grace wasn’t even sure that Alix was over Kirstin.

Alix was smart and funny and kind. Grace told herself it wasn’t attraction — that she was just desperately clinging to the friendly attention Alix gave her. It was pathetic and she needed to stop before she humiliated herself.

But Alix was still looking at her, and the moon’s reflection was dancing all around them, and all Grace wanted to do was stop. Stop thinking. Stop resisting. To let herself float toward something without fighting to control the current.

Another splash ripped through the silence. Grace turned to the noise, but this time she had a clearer picture. This time, she realized that Baby had jumped onto the diving board before belly flopping into the pool.

Baby, the terrorist, could not only swim just fine, but he was happily paddling toward them with a plastic duck in his mouth. Motherfucker.

Instead of being upset that they were cold and freezing in the pool in the middle of the night for absolutely no reason, Alix threw her head back and laughed. Struggling to find the will to be angry at the dog, Grace bit the inside of her cheek and couldn’t help chuckling.


Chapter Ten



ALIX

Alix woke with her whole body aching, not from the wine, but from the endless loop of last night replaying in her brain. Baby in the pool. Grace’s arm brushing hers as they crab-walked a soggy, flailing furball to the steps. The way Grace had looked at her after, like Alix wasn’t just a screwup who’d let the dog outside, but someone she could actually trust.

And that shirt that Grace had been wearing. Holy shit. The white fabric with Cruisin’ across the chest, plastered to Grace’s body, had been burned into Alix’s retinas. She couldn’t stop picturing how it clung, how Grace’s nipples were clearly visible through the fabric, how it left almost nothing to the imagination. It made her blush now just thinking about it.

She tried to remind herself that nothing had actually happened. They hadn’t kissed. They hadn’t crossed a line. But the way she’d wanted to? What had she been thinking? Maybe it was just the adrenaline, or the ridiculous relief of seeing Baby flop onto the pool deck alive and smug. It was definitely not just the nearness of Grace, wet hair slicked back, eyes wide and bright even in panic, lips inches from hers. Alix had almost leaned in. She’d almost blown it.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. No Phyllis banging around in the kitchen. No familiar apartment clutter. Just Sylvia’s museum house and the faint sound of Grace moving somewhere down the hall. Alix shut her eyes tighter. She could do this. She wouldn’t risk the best friendship she’d stumbled into in years just because her brain and body were short-circuiting at the sight of Grace in a soaked T-shirt.

But God help her, she wanted to. She wanted to ruin the hell out of this friendship.

Grace appeared next to the pullout with two tiny cups of syrupy black coffee, handing one to Alix with a flourish.

“Oh,” Alix said reverently after a sip. “This looks like it’s going to ruin me for all other coffee ever.”

Grace flushed, but Alix caught the smile tugging at her mouth. “It’s called a cafecito. Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Dinner is going to have to be incredible to compete with this,” Alix said, sipping what was surely the best thing she’d ever tasted. Creamy and sweet and rich and bitter all at the same time. It was heavenly. She needed twelve.

“Did you go somewhere this morning?” Alix asked, looking Grace up and down in a blue sundress that she definitely didn’t have on yesterday. The color was stunning against Grace’s tanned skin, and the neckline exposed just enough — the hint of cleavage, the curve of her shoulders. Grace was an intoxicating combination of curvy and fit, and Alix imagined what it might feel like to — Jesus, just how creepy was she, sitting here, drooling over a woman’s shoulders?

“Yeah, I ran home and grabbed a few things.”

Alix let out a teasing heavy sigh. “No more Cruisin’?”

“Thankfully, no.” Grace shook her head for emphasis.

“Why do you say it like that? I might steal it from Aunt Sylvia and frame it. It’s art, Gator,” Alix teased again.

Grace rolled her eyes.

That shirt was art for many, many reasons, the first and foremost being the way the white fabric had gone completely transparent — good God, Alix. Get yourself together. Did she need a cold shower just to get through the morning?

They sat by the pool while Baby swam languid laps, Alix dipping her legs in the water. For the first time in days, she felt loose and easy. Grace, hair glossy and eyes bright, didn’t hurt either.

She hadn’t been expecting Grace to be so stunning. She was effortlessly sexy, like she didn’t know just how breathtaking she was. Like she had no idea how the way her sleek hair slid over her shoulders was doing things to Alix’s stomach. The way a tiny divot formed at the top of her lip when she smiled. Alix stared with abandon.

They’d only FaceTimed a few times, but the first time had been Grace in a pantry, and the other handful hadn’t done Grace justice. Sure, she’d been enamored with how clever and funny and sweet Grace was, but the instant physical attraction had been almost palpable in her body. She found herself leaning toward Grace, wanting to touch her arm or leg, to take any excuse to brush invisible things from her cheek.

“So, what time is Thanksgiving dinner?” Alix asked.

“Late. It takes a whole day to roast a pig, and they make such a big deal about it,” Grace said with a tentative smile.

“Your parents know I’m vegan, right?” Alix asked. “Should we, like, swing by the store and grab a tofurkey, or will that get me banned permanently from future events?”

Grace nodded. “It took some explaining, but they know. My mom thinks that means salad, so maybe eat a little something before we go, just in case.”

Eventually, they made their way back into the kitchen, Alix leaning against the counter to watch Grace make another cafecito. Grace moved with dancer-like elegance, filling a contraption with water and ground coffee, then placing it on the stove.

“What’s that called?” Alix asked.

“A cafetera. Or a moka pot if you’re fancy. I think it’s, like, all moka pots are cafeteras, but not all cafeteras are moka pots. Kind of a loose enough term… but I think I’m getting a little too into semantics here,” Grace explained.

She was patient as she went through the steps, but Alix had a hard time focusing on anything other than Grace’s long, slender, perfectly manicured fingers as she stirred a few drops of espresso with sugar, whipping it into the creamy concoction that Alix couldn’t get enough of. Who knew hands could be so sexy? Alix wanted to reach out and take Grace’s hands in hers, study every line and curve.

Alix hunted for a snack as Grace poured the two cafecitos. She passed up the empanadas stacked like gold bars in the freezer, but her eyes landed on a Tupperware containing the vegan brownies Sylvia had mentioned the day before, cut into neat squares.

She held them up in a trophy pose.

“At nine in the morning?” Grace raised a brow.

“Technically nine thirty.” Alix popped the lid of the brownie tub and took one, then bit in, groaning around the chocolate. “Oh, hell yes.”

Grace sighed, took a piece, and popped it into her mouth. “Okay, yes, these are delicious,” she acquiesced.

They finished their cafecitos and carried the entire container of brownies to the back porch again, sitting in the morning sunlight together.

“How many brownies is too many brownies?” Grace asked, eyeing the Tupperware container again.

Alix snorted. “I’m pretty sure we’re on vacation, so the limit does not exist.”

“Weird museum for a vacation,” Grace said, gesturing to the house. “Again, I am so sorry. This honestly has been an insane intro to Miami and my family.”

Alix smiled, popping another half of a brownie into her mouth. “Actually, I love it. Midnight pool swims, art collections, a dog with IBS… what’s not to love?”

Grace sighed, but they sat down together at the small table where they’d eaten dinner the night before.

“Atta girl,” Alix said, watching Grace bite into her second brownie.

Two chews later, Grace froze. “Alix.”

“Mmm?” Alix said, sitting up from where she had begun sinking into her chair.

“These aren’t normal brownies.” Grace gestured to the Tupperware.

Alix blinked. “They aren’t vegan?”

“They’re… special.” Grace pointed to a masking tape label. “Sylvia’s friend Maribel bakes with — you know. She bakes.” She widened her eyes in emphasis.

Alix looked at the container. “Are you saying⁠—”

Grace held out the brownie in her hand like it was radioactive. “We have to be at my mom’s house in two hours. I cannot show up high. I’m a lawyer, for God’s sake! I’m going to get fired.”

Alix shrugged, popping the rest of her brownie into her mouth. “What? Why? Does your firm do random drug testing?”

Grace shot her a pointed look. “No, but they could start at any time, Alix!”

Alix leaned back, fighting laughter. “Relax, you barely had any.”

“A crumb can be lethal,” Grace hissed as she began to stand, shaking her hands like she was about to start panicking. “What if I forget how to use a fork?”

Alix caught Grace’s wrists gently, tugging her back down. “Breathe, Gator. You’re fine. Worst case, you giggle and eat too many mashed potatoes. That’s just Thanksgiving.”

Grace glared, then cracked into a reluctant smile. “This isn’t funny.”

Alix paused, looking up at Grace’s earnest face, full of panic. “I mean, it’s a little funny.”

Baby barked in agreement.

By the time they’d crated him, his howls pure emotional blackmail, Alix was steady enough to pull it together. Grace ordered an Uber, muttering about not being able to drive and reckless aunts and irresponsible baked goods, while Alix tucked the container back into the fridge with reverence and a promise that she’d return to it after dinner.

When the car pulled up, Grace exhaled like she was heading into battle. Alix slid in beside her, bumping their shoulders together, warm and easy.

“Hey,” Alix murmured as the driver pulled away, already feeling the lightness of the brownie’s secret ingredient. “You’re okay. I’m here. What’s the worst that can happen?”

Grace initially shot her a look sharp enough to slice but began to melt as Alix entwined their hands.

“I’m here with you. Everything’s going to be okay,” Alix soothed, squeezing Grace’s hand and brushing her thumb over the dark nail polish that tipped Grace’s fingers. Was it just an excuse to hold Grace’s hand? Absolutely not. Not one that she’d ever admit.

Grace clenched her jaw, fighting a smile she clearly didn’t want to give away. But Alix caught it. That twitch at the corner of Grace’s mouth, like she was trying not to laugh at the absurdity of it all.


Chapter Eleven



GRACE

Hands clenching her knees, Grace tried to stop visualizing disaster. Tried to convince herself that there was not, in fact, an enormous neon sign floating above her head alerting the world that she had unintentionally ingested marijuana.

Would the partners care that her consumption had been inadvertent? Would the Florida Bar? Oh, God. What if a client called? She couldn’t ignore that, could she? She certainly couldn’t risk giving advice while under the influence. Cold sweat made her short pale blue dress stick to her back.

“I think you might be scaring the Uber driver,” Alix whispered when she leaned toward her in the back seat. Her tone was serious, but before Grace could panic, she met her warm eyes. Eyes that, even in indirect sunlight, looked like fractured amber. Like there were little secrets to discover in the shifting streaks of deep golden brown.

Grace glanced at the old man driving them to her mother’s house. He met her gaze in the rearview like he’d been keeping his attention trained on her.

“Maybe if you looked a little less like you were plotting to stick him up,” Alix whispered, all lopsided smiles and single dimple and unabashed amusement.

Grace looked down at her hands, her pale, bloodless hands, and released her vise grip. It was only then that she realized she’d been leaning away from the backrest like she was primed to pounce. The fact that she hadn’t said a word since they got in the car probably didn’t help.

Forcing herself to exhale, Grace nodded at Alix and leaned back. She wanted to hold Alix’s hand again. Not because she craved contact with her skin or couldn’t stop thinking about her in the pool. Human touch was just comforting, and Alix’s fingers interlaced with hers had already pulled her back from the edge of panic once. It had been a long time since any had soothed her like that, and she couldn’t help the desire to chase the feeling.

But reaching for her was too weird. Everything around her felt weird. Who the hell just left food laced with drugs lying around? Where the hell had the vegan brownies gone?

A giggle, effervescent and uninvited, started in the middle of her chest. It traveled to her shaking shoulders before she could clench her mouth shut.

Alix smiled, chuckling before knowing what was funny. “What?”

Uncontrollable laughter bubbled out of Grace. She caught sight of the driver, who looked even more alarmed at her amusement than he had at her stillness. This stupid ride was going to tank her perfect passenger rating, but she couldn’t stop laughing.

“How many vegan brownies do you think someone ate before realizing they had the wrong ones?” Grace managed despite being unable to breathe. All she could picture was one of her aunt’s friends absolutely housing an entire tray of brownies before realizing they were duds. For reasons Grace couldn’t articulate, it was the funniest thing in the world.

Laughing, Alix shook her head, barely able to get out, “Sugar high is not it.”

The more they laughed, the more the driver stared at them. Grace wanted to ask him if he’d ever seen a couple of grown-ass women experiencing a little joy, but she couldn’t manage to do anything but hold her painful sides and gasp for air.

Short of kicking them out of the back seat with a cartoonishly large boot — a mental picture that also made Grace hysterical — the driver dropped them off in front of her mother’s house. The sight of dozens of cars packed into the driveway and parked along the street stopped Grace short.

The neon sign hummed above her and sweat poured down her back. There were too many people. People who knew her well. Who’d know that she was high as a damn satellite. Was that the saying? What the hell was that saying? Was she losing brain cells?

“Hey.” Alix’s voice was so soft, and her warm hand on Grace’s bare shoulder even softer. “We’ve got two options here.”

She raised her brows, drawing Grace’s attention to the short wavy hair she’d tamed with product. God, she had such cool hair.

“We can turn around and go back to your aunt’s house.” Grace nodded, because that sounded like the only viable option. “Or, we can say fuck it and lean right into this and see what happens.”

Grace’s eyes widened as she cocked her head to the side as if that might help her understand the concept.

“Worst case, if you start acting weird, I’ll give you a signal and fake an illness so you have to take me back to your aunt’s place. Cool?”

Grace furrowed her brow. “How would you know if I’m acting weird?”

Alix’s smile didn’t falter. “Don’t worry, Gator. I’ll know,” she asserted with infectious confidence. “I won’t let you be that guy at the party, okay?”

Taking her first deep breath, Grace dropped her shoulders. “Okay,” she agreed despite a racing pulse and a crushing impending sense of doom.

If only they’d been able to stay in the quiet of the sidewalk. As soon as they opened the front door, they were assaulted by Enrique Iglesias crooning through speakers the size of large adolescents. Family and friends seemed to multiply while they were caught up in a whirlwind of hugs and kisses and overly familiar greetings. Moving through the house was not unlike getting picked up by a tornado, toured around, and then dropped outside by the coolers full of drinks.

“I am so sorry,” Grace said before shoving her hand in melting ice to fish for a couple of bottles of water. Her mouth was so dry, she didn’t know how she managed to make any sound when she spoke. She’d never been so thirsty in her damn life.

“For what?” Alix took one of the gloriously cold bottles and cracked it open. “Is that where they roast the pig?” she asked before Grace could explain that she was sorry about everything. The ruined plans, the neurotic dog, the consumption of drugs. Nothing had gone to plan.

Grace looked over her shoulder to where all the old men in her extended family were standing around a huge plywood box they’d set up under the shade of a sprawling avocado tree. When it was time to eat they’d all gather outside, but for now, the noise of conversation was distant and the music dampened by hurricane impact windows.

“It looks like a coffin,” Alix said, eyes wide and gaze distant.

Grace stared at the caja china, really noticing it for the first time in her life. Lined with metal and fueled by charcoal, it was the way her family cooked the centerpiece of every holiday meal. The longer she stared at it, the more freaked out she became. What if someone fell in there and the lid closed behind them and lightning hit the tree⁠—

“There you are.” Her second cousin’s suddenly booming voice made Grace jump.

“What?” Grace shrieked, pulse racing so fast, she was sure Miriam could hear it. Could see the heart-shaped thumping through her shirt.

Miriam’s fake lashes exaggerated her what-the-hell-is-wrong-with-you expression. They should have stayed at Sylvia’s. Thinking about sitting on the couch with Alix and a bunch of Chinese food, Grace relaxed her clenched fists. She would’ve endured being covered in Baby’s constantly shedding fur to be there. To be away from the noise and the attention. To be alone with Alix, she admitted, if only to herself.

“Hi, I’m Alix.” Alix’s voice caught Grace’s drifting thoughts and dragged her back to the present. The present, where Miriam’s brother Johnny had appeared out of nowhere.

Grace chugged her water, hoping it would speed up her body flushing out the mind-altering substance. Why the hell did people like to feel like this? Scattered thoughts and a complete inability to focus was a nightmare.

“So where did you two meet?” Johnny asked directly, coquettish grin on his glossy lips.

Alix snaked her arm around Grace’s waist, hand resting on Grace’s hip like it belonged there. At the touch, Grace relaxed. She leaned into her and rested her overworked nervous system.

“I joined this matchmaking service,” Alix replied without a hint of jest in her cool tone. “Some might call it a mail-order bride website, but that term fails to capture⁠—”

Grace bumped Alix with her side, but she couldn’t help chuckling. She glanced up at Alix, her slim cheeks flushed from the heat. “They’re going to believe you.”

“Tell them the truth, then?” Alix’s attempt at a somber expression was too adorable to sell.

Grace bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. She didn’t want to ruin Alix’s setup.

“We met while I was in prison,” Alix said, drawing a surprised but entirely delighted gasp from Johnny.

“Prima.” He put his hand to his chest and looked at Grace like she’d finally done something impressive in her life. “Was she your client? Did you have a torrid affair through iron bars?” He turned to Alix. “Were you in a jumpsuit?”

“Don’t be stupid,” Miriam said to Johnny while she raised her painted-on brows at Grace. “She gets access to a special little room because of attorney-client privilege.”

“Hot.” Johnny decided with a nod.

Grace laughed, body flushed with the most pleasant warmth. Without thinking about it, she slipped her arm around Alix too. It felt nice to stand with her like that. And why shouldn’t it? They were friends. Having Alix’s moral support was the whole reason she was even there.

“Hold up. Why do you know that?” Johnny asked his sister.

Miriam rolled her eyes at him but wouldn’t move off the trail. “Prison, huh? What were you in for?”

“We’re just friends,” Grace interrupted the inquisition.

“I get not wanting to jinx things,” Johnny said sympathetically. “Tia Connie might already be planning your engagement party, though. I think all her offerings to the patron saint of impossible causes have finally paid off.” He mimicked doing the sign of the cross over himself. “You’re not going to die alone and eaten by your cats⁠—”

“Well, she’s going to be very disappointed,” Grace said. “Why don’t you believe me?” She tossed her empty water bottle into the recycling bin.

“I don’t know. You’re just not usually like this.” Johnny gestured at where she was tucked into Alix’s side. “You’re giving, like, seventy-five percent less get me your manager energy,” he added like he’d been storing the jest in the pocket of his khakis for quick deployment.

Grace opened her mouth, but she couldn’t admit that she’d accidentally gotten high, and the only time she wasn’t freaking out was when touching Alix. They’d never let that go.

“Fifty percent,” Miriam disagreed. “Don’t get crazy. Her hair still wants to audit your taxes.” She narrowed her gaze. “It doesn’t believe your home office deductions.”

“What’s wrong with my hair?” Grace ran her fingers through her straight hair where it fell below her shoulders.

“Nothing, but like, have you changed it since you were twelve and forced to wear penny loafers?” Miriam replied.

“How long have you been holding that in? Any other burning opinions you want to share?”

“Actually, now that you asked⁠—”

“Hey, that dancing looks pretty cool,” Alix interrupted. “Is that salsa?”

They all turned toward the sliding glass door offering a view of the family room where furniture had been cleared to create a dance floor. By the quick side-to-side motions, Grace knew the moves even if she couldn’t exactly make out the high-energy song.

“Merengue,” Grace replied.

“Why don’t you teach your gringita how to dance?” Johnny suggested.

“Hey, I know how to dance,” Alix said with a cute swing of her hips.

“To a Dominican song praising G-strings?” Miriam countered.

“A what?” Alix laughed.

“Come on.” Grace grasped Alix’s wrist. “At least it’s too loud in there for talking.”

At the center of the press of people dancing, Grace’s great-uncle was showing off his new knees by swinging one of her second cousins to the frenetic rhythm of a song that was, in fact, about a G-string. A red one.

Sneaking into a corner, they were as out of the way as they were going to get. Grace hadn’t danced since she was a kid, but she tried to let go and follow the rhythm.

“It’s basically taking a step with every beat.” Grace rested one hand on Alix’s shoulder and took her free hand with the other.

With confidence that made the room several degrees warmer, Alix gripped Grace’s hip like they’d done this a thousand times before. It only took her a few seconds to match the fast-tempo dancing around them.

Grace bit her bottom lip, but she couldn’t tamp down the grin on her face.

Apparently misinterpreting Grace’s expression, Alix furrowed her brow. A hard flush flooded her face, and Alix stopped dancing. “Oh, God. I look like an idiot⁠—”

“No!” Grace pulled her in close to get her dancing again. “I just didn’t expect you to find the rhythm so fast.” She couldn’t stop smiling. It was an involuntary reaction springing from some previously undiscovered well. “I’m impressed.” 

“It’s the brownies,” Alix whispered conspiratorially. “I feel like all of my connective tissue has dissolved, making me loose enough to dance for, like, the first time in my life.”

Grace laughed and gripped her hand tighter. Eyes fixed on Alix, everything else dropped away. They were completely alone in the crowded room when Grace said, “Now I’m not going to take it easy on you.”

Dimples on display, Alix laughed and started dancing again. “Never take it easy on me,” she said with a flirtatious edge that made Grace’s stomach flutter.

From merengue to salsa to bachata, Alix caught on fast no matter what. Sweating in the crush of half her family creating enough body heat to power a small village, she taught Alix the few turns she knew. And then the music changed to a ballad good only for slow swaying.

Instead of taking a break like Grace expected, Alix stepped into the space between them until there was none left. Her lopsided smile triggered a new kind of pounding in Grace’s body.

“Are you going to teach me how to dance this one?” Alix’s hands migrated to the small of Grace’s back. Her fingers splayed out like she was trying to touch as much of her as possible.

Saying yes was dangerous. Grace was already teetering on the edge of a mistake. Already perilously close to letting herself have a crush. But the heat of Alix’s palm burning through the thin fabric of her dress made it so hard to care about the consequences. Made them seem so distant and unimportant.

Alix leaned in again, whispering in Grace’s ear. “I don’t know about you, but being touched in any way is just ten times better when you’re high, don’t you think?”

Grace shivered in response and saw Alix’s grin widen.

“See? Okay. Now show me how to dance to this one.”

“You don’t know how to slow dance?” Grace’s challenge was half-hearted and defeated by her hands finding the back of Alix’s damp neck. It took every ounce of self-control not to run her fingers through her hair. To scrape her nails against her scalp. It was just the marijuana, she told herself.

“Not in Spanish,” she offered with a wink when she started to sway to Luis Miguel’s silken singing.

Grace laughed, drunk on the sensation of Alix’s arms around her. “Is there a difference?”

“Obviously.” Alix’s eyes were so bright, it was hard to look up at them without losing herself. If only looking away was an option, but Grace had never felt more helpless in her life. She was caught in the bronze streaks of Alix’s brown eyes. In her dark lashes. In the sunrise pink flushing her skin.

And then Alix stepped forward at the same time Grace did, slotting her thigh between hers for half a beat. It was barely a passing glance, but Grace felt the rush of heat like a dormant volcano rumbling to life.

Grace’s fingers tightened at the base of Alix’s neck. She struggled to stay connected to her rational mind. The one screaming about boundaries and friendship and standing in her mother’s living room. But all she could think about was the expression Alix would make if Grace dragged her nails over her scalp.

Alix stopped moving, and Grace was so sure she saw the restraint in her too. That her grip on Grace had gotten a little tighter, like she also wished they weren’t standing in a room full of family. Like she wished they’d met under different circumstances.

But then the music changed, and Alix loosened her grip. It was all Grace could do not to pull her back in, but there was no reason to stand so close during the fucking Macarena.

“Friends, my ass.” Grace heard Miriam mutter, and she wasn’t sure she had the nerve to disagree.


Chapter Twelve



ALIX

Alix was still reeling from the dance floor. She could feel Grace’s palm at her hip like a brand, the ghost of her fingers at the back of her neck, the phantom press of a thigh sliding between hers for the briefest half beat. The whole house was shaking with music, but Alix’s pulse had been louder. She’d been a single wrong step from closing that final inch and kissing Grace.

Now, walking through Grace’s mother’s kitchen, she told herself to get a grip. She hadn’t kissed Grace. She hadn’t crossed the line. But God, she’d wanted to. It had been a long time since wanting felt this sharp, this uncontrollable. Kirstin had been easy to read, and wanting her had been a choice. With Grace, it felt like she’d been swept into a riptide, too forceful to escape now.

Grace’s cousins were clustered by the counter, leaning against cabinets, cups in hand. Teresa, the one with hair teased high and hoops that could double as bracelets, looked Alix up and down. “Bold move, bringing a vegan girl to Thanksgiving.”

The comment was tossed like a dart, casual and teasing, but Alix caught the flash of tension in Grace’s shoulders, the way she looked ready to shrink from the heat of the spotlight.

Alix’s instinct to protect came out before she could think better of it. She widened her grin, lifting her arms like she was hosting a game show. “Oh, come on. I’m the dream guest. More pork for you guys. More leftovers to pack up. I’m basically a Thanksgiving multiplier.”

Laughter rippled through the group, loud and warm, defusing the moment. Grace’s posture loosened, her expression flickering between relief and disbelief. Alix winked at her like she’d meant to be that smooth. Inside, she was buzzing.

She wanted Grace to see she wasn’t a liability. She wanted to belong here, wanted to be accepted by these loud, affectionate people because it would make Grace’s eyes fill with that tender warmth again.

Except Alix knew that wanting that — wanting her — was a dangerous slope. Even as she tried to pull apart the threads of Grace’s mannerisms and words and micro-expressions to embroider a future, she knew that ultimately, they were two emotionally unavailable women looking for friendship. She wasn’t going to ruin that. At least not first.

Later, Grace was pulled into a conversation with an uncle muttering something about off-the-record legal advice, leaving Alix standing at the food table with Connie. Grace’s mother had presence; she radiated the kind of authority that made Alix sit straighter without being told.

“Fill your plate,” Connie said, pressing a plate into her hands before she could protest.

Alix hesitated. “Uh, which ones are safe for me?”

“They’re all safe.” Connie nodded solemnly. “Vegan, right? I’m sure you’ve never tasted anything like this.”

Alix blinked. “Really?” She eyed the table. “This is all vegan?” She remembered the beans that Grace had gotten for her at the moonlighting KFC… She’d been suspicious then, but how could she be suspicious of Grace’s mom now?

Connie pointed to each dish in turn, narrating like a tour guide. “Rice and beans. Vegan. Yuca with mojo. Vegan. Avocado salad. Vegan. Plantains. Vegan.” Finally, she gestured to the glossy pile of fried pork rinds. “Chicharrones. Vegan.”

Alix froze, plate in hand. She knew what pork looked like, had even grown up in a family of fervent carnivores, but Connie’s expression was so steady, so confident, it was easier to believe her than to question it. Grace’s mom wouldn’t lie, would she?

And God, the last thing she wanted was to be the picky outsider. Vegan people were always so annoying to non-vegans, and she was extremely self-conscious of her eating habits in this space. She wanted to be easy, someone Grace’s family liked. Someone who made things simpler, not harder.

So she nodded and dug in.

The first bite of chicharrón made her knees weak. It was hard to tear initially, but then it shattered in her mouth, salty and smoky and decadent. She almost moaned, clamping her lips shut. “Oh wow,” she whispered. “This is unreal.”

Connie beamed. “See? Vegan.”

Alix wanted to believe it. She wanted to trust the warmth in Connie’s eyes, to imagine that for once the world had conspired to make something easy.

Her ease lasted only three more seconds.

Connie set down her wineglass and gave Alix a look that was both friendly and mildly terrifying. “So,” she said, drawing out the word like it had weight. “You and my daughter.”

Alix nearly choked on a bite of beans. “Me and your — oh. Oh. We’re just friends, I promise.”

Connie smiled, entirely too calm.

Alix put her fork down, trying to play it cool and failing. “We’re both going through similar life things, so it’s been nice talking to her and getting to know her. It’s… She’s…” She gave up and exhaled. “Your daughter is kind of amazing, if I’m being honest.”

Connie laughed with clear affection, pleased but unsurprised. “She always has been. Even when she was little. She used to organize the other kids at the park into committees. Had clipboards.”

“Of course she did,” Alix said, grinning. “I can absolutely see that.”

“She’s a handful sometimes,” Connie said, tilting her head.

“Yeah,” Alix said, a little too quickly. “But in a good way. Like, the best kind. She makes you want to keep up.”

Connie studied her for a beat, eyes kind but sharp. “That sounds like someone who knows what she’s getting into.”

Alix felt her pulse tick upward. “Again, just friends. Grace is… well, Grace. She’s steady. Smart. The kind of person who makes everything around her feel intentional. You start to think more before you speak, just because she’s listening.”

Connie smiled again, this time softer. “That’s a good way to put it.”

They sat in companionable silence for a moment, the sound of laughter spilling in from the kitchen.

Finally, Connie leaned in a little. “I like you, Alix. You seem good for her.”

Alix blinked, unsure what to do with that. “That might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

Connie chuckled. “Don’t tell Grace I said it. I’ll deny everything.”

Alix laughed, relief and something warmer threading through it. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

By the time Grace returned, Alix’s plate was stacked like a leaning tower of food. She shoveled sweet, crunchy plantain chips into her mouth between conversations, her stomach growling happily.

Grace dropped into the chair beside her, cheeks pink, eyes a little glassy. She looked relaxed for the first time all day.

“You okay?” Alix asked quietly.

Grace nodded, smiling. “Yeah. It’s… actually kind of nice now. Everything feels floaty. Like I’m wrapped in bubble wrap.” She chugged her water, sighing in satisfaction.

Alix laughed, relieved. “You deserve bubble wrap. That sounds nice.”

Grace smirked but didn’t deny it. Her gaze flicked down to Alix’s plate. “How’s the food?”

“Incredible,” Alix said honestly. “Your mom is a genius. And it’s all vegan, isn’t that crazy?”

Grace’s brow furrowed. “Wait. What exactly did you eat?”

Alix rattled it off: Rice and beans. Yuca with mojo. Avocado salad. Plantains. Chicharrones.

“Chicharrones?” Grace repeated slowly, then her eyes went wide. “Oh my God. Alix. That was pork.”

The world tilted. Alix set down her fork, stomach suddenly lurching. “No. No, no. She said it was vegan.”

Grace buried her face in her hands. “I think her understanding of the word vegan was a little off. She always does this. She once told my college roommate that blood sausage was a vitamin supplement.”

Alix’s stomach gave a low, menacing growl. “I ate… so much.”

“And you’re still alive.” Grace rubbed her arm, voice soothing. “It’s fine. You didn’t know.”

“It was… really good,” Alix admitted in a whisper, horrified by her own honesty. “Like, insanely good. Am I still vegan if I liked it?”

Grace bit her lip, clearly fighting laughter. “You’re allowed one relapse on Cuban Thanksgiving.”

Alix groaned, dropping her forehead to the table. “Don’t tell Phyllis. She’ll hold a candlelight vigil and revoke my kombucha card.”

The more she thought about it, the worse her stomach felt. She’d been vegan for nearly ten years now, and the greasy heaviness sat in her stomach like a lead weight. Was she sweating? Were these the meat sweats?

She wanted to laugh it off, but the queasy churn wouldn’t let her. Her stomach gave a menacing noise, a warrior’s cry before charging headfirst into battle. Alix immediately worried about where that battleground might land her. She glanced around for any sign of the nearest bathroom.

Grace must have seen the shift in her face, because she leaned close, her voice low. “Do you want to go?”

“I’m fine,” Alix said. “We can stay.” Yes, her upper lip was sweating. She shifted in her chair, praying to whatever saint was in charge of intestinal distress.

Grace eyed her. “You don’t look so good.”

“No, I’m just a little warm,” Alix said, her body shivering with a sudden chill. No, she would not be the woman who had had extremely unpleasant bathroom time at her friend’s mother’s house on Thanksgiving Day surrounded by approximately one thousand strangers. She sipped water, shifting in her seat again.

“Alix, we’re going,” Grace said, taking her hand.

Alix nodded in defeat.

They slipped out like teenagers sneaking away, laughter and music muffled as the Uber pulled from the curb. The good thing about being one of a thousand guests at Thanksgiving meant that no one would immediately notice their absence. Alix slumped against the door, one arm wrapped around her middle. “Did your mom just play the meanest prank on me?”

Grace chuckled, reaching across to take her hand. “She fed you. That’s not a prank.”

“My stomach disagrees.” Alix groaned dramatically. “This is how I die. Tell Phyllis I loved her. Tell Sylvia not to let the haunted doll near my body.”

Grace laughed, squeezing her fingers. “You’re ridiculous. You’ll be fine.” She pulled her phone out, typing with one hand, an impressive feat that had intriguing implications, but Alix was too far gone into Tummy Ache Survival.

Alix looked up, catching the glowing light from a streetlamp on Grace’s face. She looked calmer now, her edges smoothed out, her smile tugged loose by the brownie still working through her system.

Alix’s chest ached. God, she wished she could stay here forever — in the silly, tender pocket where Grace’s thumb stroked her knuckles, where every line of worry had disappeared from her brow.

“I ordered you Imodium and Gas X to be delivered to Tia Sylvia’s,” Grace said, which was not quite the romantic phrase Alix had been wanting to hear, and yet it did have a certain air of tender I’ll take care of you beneath it.

“Thank you,” Alix whispered.

She wanted to say more, wanted to spill everything she’d been holding back since the pool. But she bit down on it, letting the silence swell instead. Grace didn’t let go of her hand.

By the time they reached Sylvia’s, Alix’s stomach was in open rebellion, but Grace guided her inside, then loudly proclaimed she was going to take Baby outside for a walk, giving Alix the privacy to run to Sylvia’s bathroom.

When Alix emerged, Grace settled her onto the pullout couch and pressed a small bottle of Gatorade into her hand. Baby even seemed to sense the gravity of the situation, leaning his head against Alix’s leg.

“Do you feel better?” Grace asked

Alix nodded, cheeks warm in embarrassment.

“You wouldn’t be the first to fall prey to rich food. I’ve done it so many times,” Grace said lightly, and Alix contemplated crawling under the couch to die right then and there.

“I’m so sorry,” Alix murmured, embarrassed by how weak she sounded.

“I’m so sorry,” Grace said simply.

Grace comfortingly brushed her hand through Alix’s hair, and Alix let her eyes fall closed. “Will you just sit with me for a while?” Alix asked, the question feeling more like a confession than she’d intended.

Grace’s fingers grazed her temple as she said, hushed, “You can relax. I’m not going anywhere.”


Chapter Thirteen



GRACE

Bag packed, Grace double-checked that the encapsulated, definitely possessed doll hadn’t transported itself into her things. If only getting back to her condo and away from the creepy thing didn’t also mean saying goodbye to Alix. Somehow, three days had evaporated in a blur, and just like that, Alix had a Saturday morning flight to catch despite Grace feeling like she’d only just picked her up.

Grace blamed the heavy, reluctant feeling in her body on having danced too much. She ignored the empirical evidence that kickboxing had never depleted her from the inside out.

The moment she walked into the living room with a view of the kitchen, Grace stopped short. She’d expected to find Alix asleep on the sofa bed where she’d spent all of Friday recovering while they watched cable TV. A CSI marathon and lots of fluids had resulted in one of the best days Grace could remember. It had nothing to do with Alix’s amusement when Grace ranted about the things the show got wrong, or her interest when she recounted some of the cases she’d had. No, it was just nice to put off work, even if she’d pay for it over the weekend.

Alix was not sprawled out with sheets tangled around her ankles like Grace expected. She was up and standing in the kitchen in black boxer briefs and a loose T-shirt. The last thing Grace wanted to do was gawk, but Alix’s legs were so unexpectedly toned and the boxers hugged her very cute⁠—

Nope.

Grace swallowed to return the moisture to her mouth where it freaking belonged. It was when she snapped out of her lustful gaze that she noticed what Alix was doing. Cafetera in hand, she was watching a video on how to make Cuban espresso.

Hair mussed and attention trained on her task, Alix was unbearably adorable. Then Alix turned her attention to her audience of one — Baby, sitting at her feet and wagging his tail while he listened to her repeat the instructions.

Grace’s involuntary swoon was collateral damage. There was no way to shield herself from the drop in her stomach and unsteady knees. Who the hell could resist someone talking so earnestly to a dog?

Grace cleared her dry throat and dropped her bag by the front door before she devolved into a syrupy puddle on the floor. “You sure you want to do that?” she asked when she walked into the kitchen. “Pour coffee into your abused stomach after essentially having food poisoning yesterday?”

“Hey!” Alix’s grin was heart stopping when she whirled around. “I hope we didn’t wake you.”

“With this Food Network audition tape?” she joked. “No, I was up. Why are you up?”

“Don’t you love getting used to a time change right before it switches again?” Alix set the percolator on the stovetop. “Now I’ll spend a week waking up at the ass crack of dawn.”

“Isn’t that always the way?” Grace countered Baby’s headbutt with an ear scratch. “Here, put it on the edge so the handle doesn’t get too hot.” She moved the cafetera.

“I can’t wait to make a cafe con oat milk for Phyllis,” she said in commendable Spanish. “She’s gonna lose her shit.” She leaned her back against the counter, and Grace had to avert her gaze from her tattooed arms, but a glimpse of the bottom of a thigh tattoo didn’t help. Friends did not look at their friends and wonder whether they could lift them onto a kitchen counter, or perhaps bend⁠—

Nope.

Grace took over espresso-making duties. She needed something productive to do. Needed somewhere to look other than Alix’s warm, dark eyes. The ones she was going to miss more than she should.

“So, apparently, my mother thought that all meat sins were absolved by having been cooked in avocado oil,” Grace explained while spooning sugar into a metal cup. “She is both horrified and extremely apologetic.”

“Tell her it was my fault.” Alix laughed, hand on her stomach.

“She told you⁠—”

Alix cut her off with a hand on her wrist. A touch Grace felt like a jolt straight up her arm. That was fine. Totally normal. She wasn’t touched all that often. It was just a totally normal response. It was startling, not exhilarating.

“I knew, Gator,” Alix said in the most somber tone. “In my sober heart, I knew that nothing could make seitan taste like that. Not even a mom,” she added with her hand on her chest. “Choices were made, and they were mine.”

“So you meant to feel like actual death?” Grace raised a brow to signal her disbelief.

Alix bit the inside of her cheek, making a dimple sprout on the opposite side. She maintained her serious expression when she replied, “The consequences were harsher than I anticipated.”

Grace chuckled. “You’d do it again, wouldn’t you?”

Alix moistened her lips, and Grace had to force herself back to the espresso that had started brewing. God, why was there so much crap in the house? It made it so hot despite the running AC.

“My lawyer has advised me not to comment.”

“Smart lawyer.” Grace poured the first drops of espresso over the sugar and returned the cafetera to the stove to finish brewing.

“Oh, you have no idea.” Alix’s voice returned to her usual tone, as if to signal she wasn’t joking. “She’s pretty great at crisis management. Knows how to handle illness of all sorts, and is willing to plunge into a pool in the middle of the night to play with a dog.”

Heat she couldn’t blame on anything but Alix’s words spread over Grace’s chest. It dripped into her stomach and triggered an avalanche of embarrassing flutters. She made the critical error of looking at her. Of indulging in the euphoric feeling of Alix’s attention before forcing herself to stop.

“To be fair, I was defrauded into believing a water rescue was necessary.” She poured the rest of the coffee into the metal cup and delighted in the thick foam she’d created with her aggressive stirring.

At the first sip, Alix closed her eyes and groaned. “God, I’m going to miss this.”

“We can stop somewhere on the way to the airport and make sure you leave with the right tools for the job.”

“I’m sure it won’t taste the same. Something about the Miami air probably makes it particularly good, you know?”

Grace nodded, holding back the stupid grin that wanted to spring on her lips. There wasn’t anything for her to smile at — just Alix.

Sitting by the pool while Baby ran his spirited laps around them, Grace was surprised to find that she wasn’t in a hurry to get home. That she wasn’t eager to drop Baby off at her mom’s place later, even if she was leaving with black fur on every garment.

“I can’t believe it went by so fast,” Alix said, gaze drifting over the still pool.

“It really did,” she agreed, wishing she could say more. Wishing she could say that she wasn’t ready for Alix to leave. But she couldn’t find a way to say it without making things weird.

“Christmas in Colorado could never compete with this,” Alix whined in a tone that was entirely too endearing.

Grace chuckled. “Oh, yeah. Being unwittingly dosed with drugs and force-fed meat while being accosted by half my family is a real thrill.”

“When you say it like that”—Alix laughed—“you make it sound so badass.”

Grace rolled her eyes playfully. “Any time you want me to remind you how many times I had to take Baby for a walk while you⁠—”

“Okay, Gator. Allow a girl to leave with her dignity.”

Grace’s chest buzzed when she laughed. She’d laughed more since meeting Alix than she had in her entire life. She couldn’t even blame the damn weed brownies. God, she was so pathetic.

Grace’s mind conjured Julie and imagined her stoic expression. Julie wouldn’t outright call her a hyena. No. Julie was so good at just remaining quiet if Grace spoke negatively of herself. Never dispelling the assertion. Rarely countering it with something positive.

“Not that I’ve decided on going or not. I don’t know. If anything, this has made me dread the idea of going home for Christmas even more,” Alix said before mumbling something about Venus being in retrograde.

“Well, I more than owe you one,” Grace replied before giving herself time to dwell on it. “One good turn deserves another.” She stopped before unleashing a tirade of idiotic idioms.

Leaning back in the cheap white plastic patio chair, Alix cocked her head to the side when she looked at Grace. “I’m not following your adage-ing.”

“If you want, I’ll come to Colorado with you. Help you through it the way you helped me through Thanksgiving.”

Alix watched her carefully for a moment, her voice low as she asked, “Are you serious?”

There was something in Alix’s expression that nearly winded Grace. A genuine, heartbreaking surprise. Alix looked at her like Grace had offered to give her a kidney rather than repay a favor in kind. Years of studying people for jury selection made her tread carefully. It took moments of reading Alix’s discomfort before deciding that light and breezy was the way to go.

“I’ve never seen a real-life snowy American Christmas.” Grace picked up the toy duck Baby dropped at her feet and flung it across the patio.

Alix laughed with both dimples, indirect sunlight dancing in her eyes. “My dad will spend the entire holiday tucked away in his office building ships in a bottle while my mom makes pointed comments about every life choice I’ve ever made. My brother, meanwhile, will only peel himself away from his video games for food and presents… It’s nothing like how warm this has been.”

“It would be fun to compare it to the Hallmark of it all. I mean, will there be a cookie competition? An eggnog showdown? A head-to-head gingerbread house battle royale?” Grace tried to look conspiratorial.

“We do have this gingerbread competition thing… but hang on. Are you a secret holiday romance fan?” Alix grinned.

“Who is keeping anything a secret?” Grace didn’t want to lose the glee emanating from Alix like a solar flare. She wouldn’t tell her that she’d never watched one but gleaned all she needed to know from pop culture.

“You’d go with me to Colorado for a whole week? Just like that? What about your job? The partners⁠—”

“The partners owe me about a thousand hours of leave,” Grace said. “And there are never any trials set for that week because of all the traveling for judges, lawyers, jurors, court staff. I can work when I’m there. If the pandemic gave us a single positive thing, it’s that now so many things can be done over Zoom. If I have a hearing, I can⁠—”

“Grace, are you messing with me?” Alix’s furrowed brow joined the renewed disbelief marring her beautiful face.

“If you don’t want me to go⁠—”

“No.” Alix leaned forward. “No. That’s not it at all. If you want⁠—”

“I want,” Grace promised and kept her gaze from dropping to Alix’s devastating smile. Kept from revealing that going with her to Colorado wasn’t the only thing she wanted.


Chapter Fourteen



ALIX

Miami International smelled like jet fuel, Lysol, and the kind of espresso that could raise the dead. Alix tried not to stare at Grace like a creep in a departure terminal rom-com. She kept her hands in her pockets so they wouldn’t do something stupid, like reach for Grace’s sleeve and tug her closer for one more hug, one more second, one more anything.

“Text me when you land,” Grace said. She had that lawyer voice on, the tranquil one she probably used for skittish witnesses and dogs in pools who did not, in fact, require saving.

“I will,” Alix promised. “Thank you for inviting me this weekend. Tell Connie she almost won me over into being a carnivore.”

“God, don’t encourage her.” Grace rolled her eyes, but Alix couldn’t help noticing the tiny quirk of a grin at the edge of her mouth.

They stood by the sliding doors in a little pocket of refuge while taxis coughed and the heat rolled in waves off the pavement. She could hear the beginning notes of “Snowed In With You” from inside, a popular Christmas song that felt particularly funny to hear in Miami. Alix could feel sweat gathering under her collar and the familiar thrum of what she refused to call nerves. Grace’s hair still smelled faintly like Sylvia’s shampoo and the pool. Baby’s fur clung to the hem of Grace’s dress in ghostly little wisps. Alix wanted to capture the feel of the moment in a matchbox like a tiny traveler’s shrine. Truly unhinged behavior.

“Well,” Alix said.

“Yeah,” Grace answered.

Neither moved, not for a moment. Alix laughed. She did not beg Grace to let her stay, to buy a ticket to LA and never leave her side. She could be a normal human being, or at least pretend for a few more moments.

The hug they fell into was brief and devastating, warm and careful, more than friendly and less than anything they were ready to name.

The terminal doors hissed open. Cold air conditioning brushed along her arms. “See you later, Gator,” she said.

“Have you just been dying to make that joke?” Grace said, grinning as she gave a small wave.

Because Alix could not bring herself to say goodbye, she shrugged and turned, adjusting the duffel on her shoulder while she walked toward the security line like she was not leaving a limb behind.

She held herself together through removing her boots, through the indignity of the body scanner, through the recital of the overhead announcements.

It was easy enough to hold herself together when there were tasks. Boarding pass. Gate. Snack. It got harder when there was nothing but waiting. She watched the departures board glitch and flicker, watched a toddler lick an armrest, watched a guy in a suit take a work call that was absolutely about fraud but in a non-actionable way. She typed a text to Grace and erased it. Then did it again. And again. She stuffed her phone in her pocket like it was the problem.

By the time her plane rose above the humidity and leveled out in air that looked like the inside of a pearl, her memory had turned the last three days into an edited montage. The pool. The moon carving Grace’s cheekbone into a blade. The way Grace had looked when Alix asked about slow dancing, and that tiny inch of space between them that had felt like a cliff edge. Alix put in her earbuds and let a playlist about nothing in particular fill her skull. When the flight attendant asked if she wanted anything, she asked for a Coke and tried to smile like someone who was fine.

Los Angeles slapped her the second the plane door opened. Dry air. Had California always been so dry? A breeze that smelled like sun on asphalt. The light here was harder, whiter, like someone had swapped the Miami filter for one called Cinematic Smog. She shuffled with her fellow travelers through the tunnel, past the framed photos of places in LA that always looked better in framed photos. Her phone vibrated with a new email from a client who wanted “a money piece, baby lights, and balayage” and a text from Phyllis.

Phyllis


Did TSA confiscate your emotional baggage or just wave it through?




Alix snorted.

Alix


They let it ride in the overhead compartment.




Phyllis


Of course they did. I made lentils. They taste like penance but in a friendly way.




Alix


Be home in 30. Leave some penance for me.




She stared down at her phone, aching to text Grace. The fear of being too much made her pause, slipping her phone back in her pocket. Grace was probably busy, and Alix was just reading into her kindness. They both needed friendship, especially as Grace continued to work through her breakup. Right?

She was thankful to have her earbuds to drown out the airport’s particular brand of stimulation as she walked to the parking lot adjacent to the terminal to hail a rideshare in the LAXit lot. Her music continued even as she stared through the Uber windshield while palm trees flicked by like tally marks. Her stomach had returned from its chicharrón vacation to grumble about the terms of its employment, but the worst of the rebellion had passed. She was just tired now, the kind of tired that starts in your bones and highlights every hollow space.

Phyllis had left the front door unlocked, as always, with her Welcome, thieves doormat angled crooked on purpose. Inside, the apartment was a different climate zone: cool air, lavender cleaner, the faintest leftover whisper of incense. Plants leaned toward the window and pretended not to be dying. Phyllis’s ceramic cat glared from the bookshelf like it suspected Alix of crimes. Alix dropped her bag and toed off her boots and waited, just for a second, for the sound of Baby’s nails on tile. Silence spread out like a sheet.

“Back from the land of humidity and questionable moral choices?” Phyllis called from the kitchen.

“Barely,” Alix answered, shuffling in.

Phyllis stood in her robe with a wooden spoon. “I see you returned with both eyebrows,” Phyllis said. She squinted. “And new freckles. And the expression of someone who has been kissed by the sun or a woman, and only one of those is a mood I approve of in November.”

“I was only kissed by the sun and also a dog named Baby,” Alix said, then reached for the spoon. “Feed me penance.”

Phyllis swatted her away. “Wash your hands. Airport hands do not go in my soup.”

Alix dutifully scrubbed at the sink and tried not to let her brain play funhouse clips of Grace adjusting the moka pot, Grace’s wrist flexing, Grace biting her lip when she stirred the sugar and espresso into espuma. She had a mental highlight reel now, and it was not suitable for work or any location where her face was visible.

“Tell me everything,” Phyllis said, ladling lentils into a giant ramen bowl.

Alix leaned against the counter and picked up the story that would make Phyllis laugh: Sylvia’s museum of rocks that looked like potatoes, the haunted doll in a plexiglass tube, the cafecito, the brownies and Grace’s panic, Connie’s glorious and terrifying hospitality. She edited out the part where Grace’s thigh had slotted between her own for a heartbeat. She edited out the part where she had almost leaned in for a kiss and then remembered that she valued not ruining her life.

“And the dog?” Phyllis asked, because she knew how to get to the center of any narrative.

“So sweet. Smells so bad. His stomach has more supplements than my entire friend group.”

“Good,” Phyllis said, satisfied. “Then tell me why your aura is glowing.”

“It is?” Alix said brightly. “Is it just post-flight radiation?”

Phyllis slid the bowl across the table. “It is the face of a person who remembers what it is to be wanted.”

Alix pretended to choke on a bite of lentils until Phyllis rolled her eyes and very aggressively filled a water glass for her. Alix ate quietly. The lentils were earthy and clean and did not try to seduce her into betraying her ethics, which she appreciated. The first real calm of the day settled in. She could do this. She could be a person who had a nice time and then resumed her regularly scheduled chaos.

Her phone lay face down on the table. She flipped it over, picked it up, put it down. Picked it up again. She should text or else Grace would worry. No other reason.

Alix


Landed. Home. No haunted dolls in my luggage. Only residual pork guilt.




She hit send before she could throw the phone into the lentils. At least she stopped before typing out something she’d regret, like I miss you already. Half a minute later, the phone buzzed.

Grace


Glad you survived. Tell your stomach I’m proud of her progress.




Alix smiled so wide it made her cheeks hurt. She pretended not to notice Phyllis watching her over the rim of her watering can.

Another buzz.

Grace


I meant what I said about Colorado, by the way.




Her heart did a weird bronco kick. She read the message three times. She could hear Grace’s voice in it. Calm. Certain. Not a question. Not a Maybe. Not a We’ll see.

Alix


You really don’t have to come, you know. It’s not Miami. It’s cold and tiny. There’s one B&B that smells like wet carpet and a motel that mostly caters to truckers and adulterers. Not exactly prime vacation territory.




She hovered. She did not want to be the person who talked someone out of wanting to see her. But the instinct to offer an exit was muscle memory now. Make the joke before anyone makes it about you. Lower the bar so you can trip over it and call it performance art.

She sent it. Then typed again, because those damn nerves bubbled up inside of her before she could stop herself.

Alix


I could always come to your work Christmas party and be your bodyguard or fake hot girlfriend as a real fuck you to Julie.




She sent it.

The reply arrived so quickly it might as well have been sitting in the chamber.

Grace


Enticing. But I’d rather see Christmas in Colorado.




Alix


And you’re sure?




Grace


Alix. I want to.




Four words. No cushioning. No smiley face. No just or maybe or but. Her vision prickled a little. She faked a cough. Phyllis was mercifully busy putting leftover lentils in the fridge.

She typed Thank you and erased it. She typed I miss you and erased it. She typed Bring warm clothes and low expectations and stared at it. Then she deleted it too. The right words felt both too big and too small.

She put the phone down and finished the lentils like a good patient. She told Phyllis she was going to shower, then stood under water that ran a little too hot and watched the last of Miami on her skin flood down the drain. When she came out in a giant T-shirt Phyllis had stolen from a yoga retreat in 1998 and a pair of boxers, the apartment felt more like itself. The late afternoon light had gone gold against the buildings across the street in a way that made even the dust on the windows look intentional.

She picked up her phone and texted Helen Wolf to let her know she’d be home for Christmas, and that she was bringing a friend. Her mom hearted the message, and sent back a Yay! Email me your travel info when you get it!

Alix stared down at the text. She and her mom hadn’t been on good terms since… the nineties? And now her mom was acting like Alix coming home for Christmas was the most exciting thing to happen since… well, again, the nineties. She thought of texting Matt, her brother, to ask him if their parents had perhaps been exposed to mold poisoning.

Instead, she texted Grace.

Alix


What’s your coat situation?




The dots jumped.

Grace


I own coats.




Alix


Do they function or are they decorative?




Grace


Rude. Functional.




Alix


Okay, well, maybe check out your local REI because my town is a small postcard that forgot to update since 1993. There is a diner with a moose head and a liquor store that doubles as the post office.




Grace


Sounds cozy.




Alix


You are deranged.




Grace


I’m excited to see where you’re from.




Alix stared at that one a long time. The words reached in and circled something tender she’d kept buried. It was one thing to be wanted in the warm, noisy chaos of someone else’s family. It was another to ask someone to step into your own past, the place that had shaped your edges and then shoved you out of them. Bellvue, Colorado. The place where people still called her Alexandra like an incantation, like a refusal to see the person she’d chosen to be. The place where the air got so clean it hurt. Where she could longboard the cracked streets with her breath coming out in smoke and feel as if she were the only moving thing for miles.

Alix


My mom is definitely not like Connie, so I apologize in advance.




Grace


I think you and I could have the best time anywhere, so stop worrying.




Alix tried not to fall in love with that line. She failed a little.

Phyllis padded back in with a mug of tea and looked Alix up and down. “You look like a person who has been returned to factory settings.”

“Is that a euphemism?” Alix joked.

Phyllis didn’t tease. She crossed the room and brushed a stray damp strand of hair from Alix’s forehead like she had a right to and said, “You look like someone who just remembered what it’s like to want.”

Alix chewed on her lip. “I’m worried it’s a little unrequited.”

“That’s the fun part, isn’t it?” Phyllis asked. “Figuring out if the other person feels the same.”

“Maybe if you’re a masochist,” Alix muttered.

Phyllis pretended not to hear and returned to puttering around the bungalow, leaving Alix alone with a window full of Silver Lake in the afternoon and a hand-shaped warmth where an old woman’s fingers had just been.

She sat on the arm of the couch and watched the street. The neighbor’s orange cat did that weird sideways trot cats do when they’re offended by the air. Someone tried to parallel park and gave up. A girl in a bright red jacket rode a bike past with grocery bags dangling from the handlebars like flags. The city hummed. In the reflection she could see herself, phone cradled against her chest like a talisman.

Grace’s dots popped up again, then her contact picture filled the screen. She was FaceTiming.

Alix’s heart climbed up into her throat and looked around for a seat. She could say no. She could suggest tomorrow. She could pretend to be busy. She could do all the small self-protective things that had kept her safe and lonely for years.

Instead, she answered. The call connected to Grace’s face at a flattering angle that somehow still managed to be candid. She looked like she was sitting in bed with a cup of tea and a smile that made Alix’s stomach do a trampoline flip.

“Hi,” Grace said, which was not a remarkable word, except Alix was pretty sure it was her favorite thing ever spoken.

“Hi,” Alix answered.

“Connie asked if you needed a care package of ‘vegan’ pastelitos for the plane next time,” Grace said, deadpan.

“Oh God,” Alix said, laughing. “Tell her I have to consult my lawyer.”

Grace put a hand to her heart. “I’ll write up the retainer contract.”

Alix pretended to study her. “You know, you look different without fluorescent airport lighting. Almost human.”

Grace smirked. “Big talk from someone who nursed a tummy ache for two days on vacation.”

Before Alix could reply, a familiar voice drifted from the hallway. “Is that the hot lawyer?”

“Phyllis,” Alix scolded, though it was only half-hearted. “Boundaries!”

Phyllis appeared anyway, robe cinched, reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. She leaned down into the frame like she was checking Alix’s screen for typos. “Hello, Gator. I’ve heard so much about you I feel like I should bill you for emotional labor.”

Grace laughed. “Hi, Phyllis. I’ve heard a lot about you too.”

“Only the bad parts, I hope.” Phyllis eyed Alix, then turned back to Grace. “You know, she still hasn’t cleaned the hair out of the drain from before she left, and I’m starting to think it’s some kind of nesting ritual.”

Alix groaned. “Can you not?”

“What? I’m setting expectations,” she said with mock innocence. “It’s important in relationships — friendly or otherwise.”

Grace looked like she was trying not to laugh. “Noted.”

Phyllis adjusted her glasses and studied Grace through the screen. “You have kind eyes. And the posture of someone who pays their taxes on time. Good. She needs more people like that in her life.”

Alix could feel her cheeks turning beet red. “I’m ending this call.”

“You will do no such thing,” Phyllis said sweetly. “Now, Grace, if she tries to feed you her tofu scramble, run. It’s less food and more… the idea of food.”

“I make a great tofu scramble,” Alix protested.

“She makes something,” Phyllis replied. “Jury’s still out on what.”

Grace grinned. “I’ll take my chances. Did she tell you about the chicharrones?”

“Oh yeah, though it’s not surprising. She’ll do anything for a pretty face,” Phyllis said, pushing her glasses up, and Alix could hear Grace choke-snorting in amusement. “I like you already.” She gave a finger waggle wave to the screen. “All right, that’s all I have to report right now. Good night, ladies.”

When she was gone, Alix shook her head and let out a long-suffering exhale. Grace was laughing so hard she nearly spilled her tea.

“Well, Phyllis is incredible,” Grace said between laughs.

“She’s something,” Alix said, smiling despite herself. “I’m a bit convinced she’s some trickster God sent to mess with my life.”

“Sounds like you are just living with your future self,” Grace teased.

Alix leaned back into the couch, heart still hammering from both embarrassment and joy. And for a moment, the distance between Miami and LA felt like nothing more than the width of a phone screen.

They talked for a few more minutes, their voices growing softer and shyer as they said good night.

If she was being honest, after Miami, her desire for Grace felt slightly different every time they spoke. Less like a fight and more like a hand on her back, steadying, urging.

For the first time in a long while, she did not feel alone. She felt excited, anticipatory.

She went to bed with her phone under her pillow like a teenager and woke once in the middle of the night sure she could feel Miami in the room, a humidity that had nothing to do with weather. She rolled over, reached out, and checked the screen.

Grace had sent one last message, time-stamped an hour past midnight in Miami.

Grace


For what it’s worth, I believe you really can rock a tofu scramble.




Alix smiled in the glow of her phone and typed back.

Alix


Your faith in me means everything.




There was no answer. Grace was probably sleeping. Alix tucked the phone under her pillow. Colorado rose in her mind like a map. The turnoffs and gas stations and the view from the ridge where she’d kissed a girl at thirteen and realized that oh, she was.

Grace wanted to come into that landscape. Into the mess and the weirdness and the parts of Alix that had taken so long to get out alive. She fell asleep smiling like an idiot.

In the morning, she woke to a text with a screenshot of a purchased flight.

Alix stared at the screen and felt the warm, ridiculous rise of possibility.

Alix


Afternoon arrival flight. Good choice. Should be warmer around that time of day, if only by a few degrees.




Grace


It was the only one with a first-class seat left.




Alix


Princess Gator. Oh, and I mean it about bringing a coat that is functional. Connie would have my head if I let her daughter freeze to death.




The reply dinged as the kettle in the kitchen began to growl. Life in Los Angeles continued. And also, somehow, something else had begun.


Chapter Fifteen



GRACE

The silence of working in the office on a Sunday was usually miraculous. No client calls demanding immediate attention. No partners barging in to throw their work at her. No chance of needing her spare suit to unexpectedly run to court.

Nope. Just silence. The perfect time to get work done. And Grace had plenty to do. But tonight, the silence was an echo chamber for all of her disjointed thoughts.

Grace was behind and drowning in guilt. And yet, she couldn’t keep her eyes on her computer screen. Despite having put her phone in her drawer to keep from picking it up every twelve and a half seconds, she found herself scrolling through photos again.

They’d only taken three, and one of them didn’t count because her mother had snapped it from so far away that it was just a blurry mess of dancing bodies. Why hadn’t they taken any selfies? Something clear and well lit so she could see Alix’s face. So she could indulge in her dimples whenever she felt like it.

Despite telling herself in no uncertain terms that she had to finish drafting a motion to suppress, Grace leaned back in her chair and stared at her favorite picture. Of course Miriam had taken it, probably to embarrass her, but Grace didn’t mind right then. Without her cousin being a little bit of a dick, she wouldn’t have the moment captured and hoarded on her phone.

Taken through the sliding glass door like a cheap private eye, Miriam had captured Alix laughing. Head thrown back and hair damp from dancing, dimples that could be seen from the moon. Standing across from Alix, Grace hardly recognized herself. She was grinning, her hand on Alix’s bare arm.

When she closed her eyes, she could still feel Alix under her touch. Her silken skin, warm and addictive. Grace craved it, which was weird because she’d never even really considered herself a high-touch person before. But she was alarmingly sure that she’d never get enough of Alix.

Grace was high again. Buzzing at the memory seared into her mind, her fingertips, her chest. God, she was pathetic. Every thought she’d had since Thanksgiving seemed to end in Alix. On the sound of her voice and the honey of her eyes and the way she’d looked in the pool.

Once she’d conjured the thought, she couldn’t dispel it. Couldn’t stop seeing the water droplet forming precariously on Alix’s full, dark lashes. The way her tattooed arms looked in the wet muscle tee that clung to her body. Her imagination barreled forward, filling in the blanks. Alix’s hands on her hips, pulling her in, the taste of her beautiful lips.

Groaning, Grace reached for her phone again. Maybe it was like an earworm. The only way to get Alix off her mind long enough to get anything done was to listen to the whole song. She went to her texts.

Despite only knowing each other a few months, they’d accumulated an insane number of messages. She went all the way back to the beginning. To Scissorsaurus and the River Styx, and an alarmingly easy intimacy they’d shared from the very beginning. Their conversations had turned away from Kirstin and Julie more quickly than Grace had remembered.

They’d left the purpose of Breakup Buddies behind in favor of good-morning texts and photos of lunches and dinners. She scrolled through inside jokes and late-night conversations about nothing. Scrolled until she arrived at Alix’s clothing recommendations. Links to jackets and shoes and long underwear.

She laughed to herself. Alix was so concerned about a Miami girl in the snow. Grace loved the way Alix always thought about her. She was better as a friend than any girlfriend she’d had in her life.

“Figured you’d be here,” Ivy said, standing in the doorway holding two coffee cups and dressed for yoga.

Grace jumped, fumbling her phone and dropping it face down on a stack of deposition summaries. Her heart hammered against her ribs like it might escape having been caught fluttering.

“Jesus, Ivy. Trying to kill me?” Grace shrieked.

“That depends,” Ivy set a coffee on Grace’s desk. “Am I in your will?” She dropped into the seat across from her desk. “Why are you here on a Sunday night?”

“Why are you?” Grace returned the question to give her nervous system a chance to reset.

“Asked you first.”

Grace playfully rolled her eyes and thanked Ivy for the coffee. “I have to file something in the morning, and I thought I might focus better here than at home.”

Ivy took a sip of her own coffee, her amber eyes sharp and missing nothing. “Uh-huh. And does focus usually involve you smiling at your phone like it just told you that you have a secret trust fund?”

A hot flush crept up Grace’s neck. “I wasn’t smiling.”

“That’s technically true,” she said with a smirk. “You were practically glowing.” She crossed her arms. “Spill. Who is she?”

Grace let out a long, slow breath and decided there was no point in lying to Ivy. Not about this part, anyway. She picked up her phone, her thumb hovering over the screen for a beat before she turned it around, showing Ivy the photo Miriam had taken.

With an exaggerated expression of surprise, Ivy snatched the phone for a closer look. “Well, hot damn. She’s gorgeous. And you look… happy.” Ivy looked from the photo to Grace, her gaze analytical. “Like, genuinely, non-court-mandated happy. Who is she?”

“Her name is Alix.” Grace’s stomach did an embarrassing little jig at the thought of her.

“Hot,” Ivy agreed. “Where did you meet her?”

Grace wasn’t sure where to start. “It’s a long story.”

Ivy kicked her feet up on the chair across from her and took a pointed sip of coffee with her eyes fixed on Grace. “Good thing Rick is watching football at his brother’s house and I have nowhere to be.” She blinked at her while proudly displaying a little shit-eating grin. “I’ve never been so thrilled at having left my favorite heels in the office.”

And so, Grace told her. Not the whole story. Not the Breakup Buddies part. She just said they’d met online. She told her about the texting, the phone calls, the easy, constant way they talked. She told her about the chaotically incredible Thanksgiving visit.

“So you like her,” Ivy stated when Grace finished, a slow, triumphant smile spreading across her face. “You like like her.”

Grace’s instinct was to deny it, but there was no point. It’s not like her feelings would be any less true if she kept them a secret. “Ugh, I do. I really fucking do, and it’s the worst.”

“Why?” Ivy leaned forward, her teasing gone, replaced by earnest curiosity. “Because she might not be interested? Grace, look at the way she’s looking at you in this picture. Like, I’m not sure Baby Girl can even see you with those hearts in her eyes.”

“It’s more than that,” Grace admitted, the words she’d been holding back finally spilling out, raw and honest. “What if she is? What if we try, and I ruin a really, really good friendship. Or, I mean. Think about it. Most things don’t work out, you know?” The ghost of Julie’s dismissal in the kitchen flickered in her mind. After something so intense, Grace had been so easy to discard. “Relationships just don’t work out for me.”

She was so tempted to tell Ivy about Julie. To excavate the real, festering wound she was still nursing. To give her all the evidence and wait for a verdict. But the promise to keep quiet made it impossible to paint the whole picture.

“Babe,” Ivy said softly. “I know the last one was bad. But this Alix… she sounds different. You said it yourself, she flew across the country to spend a holiday with your family, got accidentally drugged, exposed herself to being possessed, and still managed to make you laugh.”

“That’s the other thing,” she muttered. “The more I let her see… me. The messy, complicated, overthinking parts… the more she seems to like it. It doesn’t make any sense. People don’t⁠—”

“Maybe…” Ivy reached across the desk and took her hand. “It makes perfect sense. Maybe you’ve just been showing the wrong people who you are.” She smiled. “Because I see you, and I think you’re pretty fucking fantastic.” She tipped her head toward Grace’s phone. “And judging by that pic, Alix is no dummy. She sees you too.”

When Ivy was gone, Grace couldn’t muster the energy to pretend anymore. She went back to her phone. Back to her texts.

There was nothing wrong with friends missing each other. It wasn’t weird to say, even if they’d only seen each other the day before. Grace forced herself to type in the same breezy way she texted Ivy that time she went to Norway for two weeks.

Thumbs floating over the screen, she couldn’t bring herself to hammer out the three syllables. She went back to the photo of Alix and her. The Sunday Blues were normally a dull, manageable ache, but they were feeling like an incredibly specific kind of withdrawal.

Yearning bloomed in her chest. A sharp, physical ache in her ribs. A fragile, flickering hope that Ivy had been right. That even her family had managed to see that there was something between them.

She went back to her texts and tried so hard to just say Hi, I’m thinking of you and I miss you and I can’t wait to see you again. But it was too much. Too soon. Too vulnerable.

Like she’d heard her from three thousand miles away, Alix’s chat bubbles sprang to life on her screen. Before Grace could drop the phone like she’d been caught again, the text appeared.

Alix


Is it weird that I can’t sleep without a two hundred pound dog’s snores providing the best white noise ever?




Grace’s building anxiety deflated in an instant. She grinned at her screen before chewing the inside of her cheek. She tried not to read too much into it, but all she saw was Alix thinking of her too.


Chapter Sixteen



ALIX

A few days after she’d arrived home from Miami, Alix let Lola bully her out of the house with the promise of The Hollow’s vegan cheese fries and a jukebox that still took quarters. The bar was the usual mood board of stale beer and regret. Pool cues clicked. The bathroom door had a hinge that shrieked like a haunted swing set. Typically Alix loved her local, but tonight she felt a half step off, like the song in her head was a beat slower than the one blasting from the speakers.

Oscar was already in their booth, arms spread along the cracked vinyl like a benevolent raccoon king. “Our Floridian apologist returns,” he announced. “Did you bring me contraband cigars, or just a newly affirmed stance on freedom from religion?”

“Both,” Alix said, sliding in, crossing her legs loosely with a Doc over her knee. “The cigars are metaphorical. The stance remains steadfast.”

Lola arrived with a tray like a tiny, very glam waitress. “Two High Lifes and a Shirley Temple for our sweet, hungover angel,” she told Oscar, who took the cherry with dignity.

They did the usual catch-up. Work was work. They gossiped about how Vince had said “bangs are over” and then immediately cut five sets of baby bangs on five girls who looked like their favorite book was a mirror. Outside of work, Oscar had DJ’d a bar mitzvah that went off the rails in a wholesome way. Lola had decided to build a capsule wardrobe and then bought a silver cowboy shirt with mother-of-pearl snaps. The groove of it soothed Alix. Habit was a warm coat.

“You keep checking your phone,” Oscar said, which was rude, because he was correct.

“I am expecting a very important notification,” Alix said.

Lola chewed a fry and narrowed her eyes. “Tell us about the lawyer.”

“The lawyer is fine,” Alix said and then helplessly smiled. She could feel it happening. The smile of a person who had seen something golden and couldn’t shut up about it.

Oscar leaned in. “Everything.”

Alix tried to keep her voice calm. “She’s smart and solid. She makes cafecito by feel. She can dance in heels and make it look like breathing.”

Lola and Oscar traded the kind of look that was basically a high five.

“You sound different,” Lola said. “Not like you after the first three dates with a walking red flag. Like you after a perfect haircut. Calm. Very pleased with yourself.”

Alix blushed and took a very large bite of a chunk of cheese fries.

“Is it serious?” Oscar asked, softening the question with a little tilt of his head.

Alix took a moment, considering. “It’s… new. Not nothing.” She traced a circle in the water ring on the table. “And complicated. We’re friends first, of course. And if we just stay friends, I’m okay with that. She’s in Miami.” Alix paused, then said the next phrase quickly before stuffing another bite of cheese fries in her mouth to avoid follow-up questions. “I am taking her to Colorado for Christmas.”

Lola slapped both palms on the table. “What? You never go home for Christmas. And now you’re bringing her?”

Alix laughed, and then the thought landed with more weight than any joke could hold. “It’s not like her Miami. My family is not her family. Her mom is loud and loving and feeds you even if you say no. My mom keeps a running list of everything I could have done differently.”

Oscar whistled through his teeth. “And you want to bring Grace into that?”

“Well, yeah,” Alix said, and the honesty surprised her ears. “She makes me feel… brave. I can face it with her.”

Lola’s expression gentled. “You want her to see you.”

“I mean,” Alix said. “That’s kind of dramatic.”

Oscar knocked his knee against hers. “This is adorable.”

They were on their second round when the door swung open and the temperature in Alix’s chest dropped out of reflex. Kirstin. Her hair as glossy as ever. The same cool-lipped smile that used to make Alix feel like she was always intruding on her time. The girl on Kirstin’s arm was tall and pretty in that breathless way of new things. Since when did Kirstin ever come to The Hollow?

It had been months since they’d ended things, but the sight still pinched in that familiar place just under her ribs. For a month or two after, Alix had pretended it hadn’t mattered, that she was fine, that casual meant painless. It hadn’t. The quiet after Kirstin left had been worse than the fights — a kind of aching shame where her confidence used to sit. Breakup Buddies had been an escape ladder thrown in haste, but it had become so much more since she’d met Grace.

Now, watching Kirstin tilt her head and laugh at something new, Alix felt the sting but not the collapse. There were other things ahead of her now. A trip. A maybe. Someone who made her want to try again, even if she wasn’t ready to name it.

Lola’s eyes cut to Alix. “We can leave.”

Oscar had already started to gather the glasses like they were under attack. His jaw was set the way it got when he was about to defend one of his people to the death in a very polite, very savage way.

“It’s fine,” Alix said. She waited. Checked in with herself like a pulse. No jealousy crawled up her throat. The sight of Kirstin made the past real and also small. Alix felt… okay. Not empty. More like a clear table where a messy one had been.

Kirstin’s gaze slid over, pausing in that familiar inventorying way. Alix lifted her beer in a tiny acknowledgment. Kirstin tipped her chin. That was the whole story. Kirstin looked away. She felt the laugh bubble at how anticlimactic it was.

“Alert the press,” Alix said. “I am healed.”

Oscar exhaled like he had been holding his breath for six months. Lola clinked her bottle against Alix’s. “Proud of you.”

“Me too,” Alix said, and was surprised to mean it.

For a second she thought about texting Grace. A small, triumphant report. Saw Kirstin. Felt nothing. She thumbed her phone awake and then stopped. It wasn’t that she wanted to keep things from Grace. It was that she wanted their conversation to live in the present, not in the archaeological dig of old hurts. There were better things to talk about. The future. Snow boots. Whether Grace could survive on diner coffee without suing the state of Colorado.

She tucked the phone away and continued on with her night.

At the salon that week, one of her regulars tilted her head as Alix sectioned off her hair, chatting about holiday plans.

Her client, a kind woman in her early fifties, asked, “What’d you do for Thanksgiving?”

“Visited a friend in Florida,” Alix said, clipping a strand. “Went for a few days.”

“You’d willingly go to Florida? In this political climate?” the woman asked with a grimace.

Alix laughed. “It was Miami, so not like the worst parts of Florida. And it was fun.” Alix smiled at the mirror. “There was a haunted doll involved.”

Her client laughed, assuming it was a joke. Alix didn’t clarify.

Later, she put on the playlist she and Grace had made in Sylvia’s kitchen. The smell of bleach and hairspray mixed with Latin beats, and Lola yelled over the dryers, “Is this your Miami sex playlist?”

Alix blushed and stuttered, but she didn’t change it.

At the flea market that Saturday, she texted Grace a photo of a ceramic frog holding a margarita and wearing sunglasses.

Grace replied with a picture of a bubbling pot of some kind of chicken stew. Alix could nearly smell the spices through the phone.

Grace


Fricase de pollo. Connie’s specialty.




Alix


Save me a bowl.




Grace


Cuban food will make a carnivore out of you yet.




Alix


A secret indulgence. My morals don’t have to know.




Grace


Good luck with that.




Their rhythm built again, little notes strung between miles. Late nights and constant texts:

Still awake?

At the office.

You’d hate LA traffic today.

A photo from Alix’s dusk longboard ride along the empty street. Grace sent a courthouse elevator selfie captioned: “Do I look intimidating?”

Alix saved the photo immediately but didn’t type out exactly what thoughts went through her mind. No overt flirting. Just that steady, quiet connection between them.

A week later, Alix was home lounging in pajamas, Phyllis passed out beside her on the couch beside a woefully empty crossword. When her phone buzzed, she answered without thinking.

Grace’s face filled the screen, haloed by warm kitchen light. “Hey.”

“Hey, yourself.”

From somewhere off-screen, a voice called, “Is that her? The vegan?”

“Mom.” Grace groaned. “She has a name, remember? Alix.”

Connie leaned into the frame, eyes bright. “Grace said you want to learn how to make Cuban black beans. Naturally vegan.” Her smile was somewhere between shy and shameless. “And not because of avocado oil.”

Before Alix could either confirm or deny, Phyllis, suddenly awake, propped herself up. “Who’s this beautiful and charming woman?”

Connie grinned. “You must be the saint living with Alix’s sad tofu dishes.”

Alix could hear Grace sighing somewhere off-screen.

Phyllis countered, “I prefer the term martyr, actually.”

The phone turned back to Grace, who looked half mortified, half amused.

Somehow, in the exchange, Connie decided to teach Alix how to make Cuban black beans right there over FaceTime. Alix grabbed spices from the cupboard; Phyllis brought her reading glasses and a highlighter. Connie barked out instructions while Phyllis argued about the proper garlic ratio.

“Garlic’s not measured in cloves,” Connie said. “It’s measured with your heart.”

“I’m writing that down,” Phyllis said. “You’re a poet.”

Grace sighed into the phone. “I’ve lost control of this call.”

By the time Connie finished lecturing about bay leaves, Phyllis had claimed a pen pal. “Add me on Facebook,” she said.

“I’ll send you my mojo dip recipe, too,” Connie promised. “We’ll keep this girl fed.”

Alix beamed. “I love this for me.”

After the call ended, Phyllis looked at her over the shopping list they’d prepared for their future attempt at Cuban black beans. “She’s gorgeous. Her mother likes you. When’s the wedding?”

Alix’s throat tightened. “We’re just friends. She’s… important to me.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Phyllis said wistfully, patting her arm.

The next time Alix went to The Hollow, Christmas lights tangled above the bar and the air outside had turned sharp with mid-December chill. She nursed a cider, letting the hum of conversation wrap around her. She thought about Colorado — about her critical mom, her quiet dad, her brother who still lived in the basement, the horse stable that smelled like hay and cold metal.

She pictured taking Grace up the ridge behind the barn, the one the neighborhood kids used like a sled track when the snow cooperated. They could go at night. The sky would be clear. They could stand on the top and she could point out the lights of Fort Collins, small and far, and say This is where I learned to want more and to feel bad about wanting it.

She could hand Grace a flask of whatever her dad kept in the garage, and Grace could pretend it was delicious. She could show her where the barbed wire fence had caught the back of her leg the first time she climbed it, and she could laugh at how clumsy she had been. She could tell her the truth. About how her mom said “Alexandra” like an anchor, and how Alix was a raft she built with her own hands. The imperfect, unvarnished truth of where she came from.

She opened her phone.

Alix


So, hypothetically, how cold are you willing to get?




Grace


Hypothetically, I can handle snow. Can you handle my mom texting you about beans forever?




The word forever landed easy and steady in Alix’s chest. Surely Grace didn’t mean forever in the same way Alix wanted, though, so she marched right past her feelings yet again.

Alix


You think adding Connie and Phyllis to a group chat together would be the best or the worst?




Grace


I’m too nervous to give them unsupervised access to each other. Think of the world domination.




Alix


That’s fair.




She pocketed her phone again, smiling into the warm, noisy air of The Hollow. The maybe lingered between them, tender as a secret. And if friends were all they ever were, she’d still count it as a small, quiet miracle.


Chapter Seventeen



GRACE

When Grace left for the airport at dawn, she’d expected to have breakfast at her favorite airline’s loyalty lounge. To spend two hours sitting directly in front of the departure board. To have all the time in the world to pretend to read the New York Times bestseller she’d picked up. She did not, however, prepare to spend six hours at MIA thanks to weather delays and canceled flights.

By the time Grace arrived at her gate, she was long past getting to Denver by lunch, and now she’d be lucky if she arrived before midnight. Impatience was a massive, molten living thing pushing at the boundaries of her composure. She was tired and drained and absolutely over it when her group was finally called to board.

Trying to ignore the loud breather with no sense of personal space trudging up the jetway behind her, Grace gripped the straps of the leather backpack with both hands. She remembered the mindfulness retreat the firm put on when they were pretending to give a shit about work-life balance.

Eyes focused on the suited man in front of her who had stopped walking thanks to some unseen obstruction closer to the plane door, Grace thought of snow. She imagined the adorable mountain-adjacent town Alix had described.

Grace’s desire to scream ebbed with every passing second. She thought of a real white Christmas. Alix said the chances of snow on the big day were fifty-fifty, but the forecast was promising.

She imagined Alix in a big fluffy hat and matching gloves while they walked the too-cute-to-be-real main street and popped into a little coffee shop. She pictured sitting by the fire. It was easy to imagine being warm when her light cashmere sweater acted like a personal sauna while crammed in the small, un-air-conditioned jetway. 

Her phone buzzed in the back pocket of her jeans. She reached for the welcome distraction.

Alix


Can it be true??? Is this flight tracker messing with my emotions, or are you actually getting on a plane right now?




The line into the plane moved and Grace chuckled to herself, irritation completely evaporated. Despite the mask making her face flush and hair that was no longer perfectly sleek, Grace took a selfie.

Alix’s chat bubbles appeared and reappeared. She hadn’t responded by the time Grace boarded. Delighted with her decision to book a first-class seat so she could plop down in a hurry, get her earbuds in, and relax, Grace slipped off her backpack.

She only had a few moments to revel in the fact that the lady in the window seat was quiet, until she produced a sandwich bag from her purse. When she opened it, the nauseating aroma of hard-boiled eggs apparently coated in raw garlic slapped Grace in the face. She was considering asking the lady if she’d ever shared an enclosed space plagued with recycled air with other people before when her phone buzzed again. A new text.

Shifting her body toward the aisle and away from chemical warfare, Grace grabbed her phone. She couldn’t wait to see Alix’s response. Her pulse jumped at the prospect of getting a selfie in return. Since Thanksgiving, she’d wanted so many more photos of Alix but hadn’t figured out how to ask for them without sounding like a creep.

The text was not from Alix. If it were from Alix, it wouldn’t have triggered the intense and unstoppable urge to puke. An urge that was made infinitely more intense by her neighbor’s dinner.

Julie


You’re not attending my Daubert hearing on Tuesday.




Bile burned the back of Grace’s throat. She stared at the text, wondering whether to respond. Julie hadn’t posed a question. She could ignore it, couldn’t she? Grace had already gotten a disapproving grumble from the managing partner when she told him she’d be away — but available — most of the week. She didn’t answer to Julie. But the more she stared at the text, the more annoyed she got.

Grace


Everything you need is in your folder in the shared drive. Marked depos, cases on point, and a memo for the argument. It’s a slam dunk. Judge Willis already allowed this expert on the same issue last year. I included his order in that case.




Julie


I’ve been practicing law since you were in high school, Grace. My concern is not for me.




Grace rolled her eyes. Even though Julie wasn’t the worst about it, Grace was getting sick of partners pawning off their work as if it were a favor to her. She understood how things went, but she could stand a little less patronizing.

Julie


You were out last month as well.




Grace


For Thanksgiving, Julie. When I hadn’t taken a day off in nearly two years. Not one.




Julie


And now you will be gone nearly a week.




It took all of her self-control not to scream into her phone in all caps and ten exclamation marks. Instead, she replied with a dry, “For Christmas.”

Julie


And how many Christmases do you think I spent with my family before I made partner, Grace?




The rhetorical nature of the question was obvious. Grace didn’t respond before Julie texted again.

Julie


These things are noticed, Grace. When it’s time to discuss equity partners, they won’t remember all the years of effort and sacrifice you put into this. They’ll only see where you’ve failed to demonstrate dedication and commitment. Becoming a partner has been so important to you. I hope this isn’t a misguided attempt for my attention, but if it is, you have it. And I don’t want you to throw away what you’ve worked for.




Grace stared at her screen while too many emotions warred for control of her thumbs. Rage that Julie was accusing her of harming her own career for her attention. Attention? Frustration that she could never tell Julie exactly what she was thinking. That she couldn’t ask why Julie cared more about Grace’s fucking job than she ever had about her heart.

But there was an odd feeling brewing in her gut. Bubbling and churning and making her lip curl. Not a feeling. A question. A doubt springing from the crack in her iron-clad drive. Did she want this? Want a life where her work took up all the room, and all she had were frayed margins to share with friends and family and… love?

She couldn’t blame a new wave of nausea on her neighbor’s chemical bomb. For the first time in her life, those ratios seemed wrong. Living for work rather than working to live felt perverse somehow.

Foundation crumbling under her feet, she reached blindly for her purpose. Professional success wasn’t just about her ego. It wasn’t even about her. Achievement was how she showed her mother that working two jobs as a single mom to send Grace to a private school she could hardly afford had been worth it.

She owed it to the grandparents she never met. The ones who’d taken a desperate risk and sent their eleven-year-old daughter alone to be raised by American nuns in Miami to give her a chance at a bountiful life. Her grandfather had died while a political prisoner, and her grandmother had suffered a fatal heart attack before Grace learned to walk.

Was she dishonoring all that sacrifice by jeopardizing her hard-won place at the firm? The backs of her eyes burned, and she wished for a fast-forward button. Some way to know whether she was making a huge mistake. Whether it was selfish to chase someone who felt so good. Whether letting generational hopes slip off her unworthy shoulders.

They were at cruising altitude, even if the constant turbulence meant no one was coming by with a little bottle of vodka to help Grace drown her anxiety, when her phone buzzed in her lap. She was almost too tired to check it. She didn’t want to see Julie’s name. Didn’t want to fear having thrown away years of work. But her hand moved reflexively.

Alix’s face popped up on her screen. A photo of her standing in a packed airplane aisle. Freshly cut, wavy hair messy in that sexy, intentional way only Alix could manage. It was so obvious she was smiling, even with half her face covered by a mask. The unseen dimples burned into Grace’s chest and paused her existential crisis.

Alix


That message took so long to go through! My Holiday Flight Bingo Card had: crying baby, woman doing lunges in the aisle mid-flight (bonus points because she also took her shoes off), drink cart slammed into my knee, and a man screaming over FaceTime the entire time we were boarding (he briefly mentioned a bone spur he’s having removed, which also feels like double points). I know it’s early to declare victory, but I’m pretty sure I’ve got this in the bag.




She couldn’t stop herself from responding, just like she couldn’t wrestle her smile into submission. She glanced to her right before responding.

Grace


I might take the whole board with this one: Heavily seasoned hard-boiled eggs directly next to me. HEAVILY SEASONED.




Alix


Noooooo




Grace


Oh, yeah.




Alix


What the hell is wrong with people?




Alix


T-minus three hours, fourteen minutes, and six seconds until you land. I hope your sinuses aren’t blown out.




Grace


I’m not sure if I’ve gone nose-blind, or if the smell has just chemically bonded to my skin.




Tired, Grace didn’t have the energy to filter the truth. It escaped her heart and stared back at her on the screen. She hit send too fast for doubt.

Grace


I can’t wait to see you.




The response came before Grace could worry about being too much.

Alix


Me too.




Grace smiled despite herself. Despite her sour mood and the unsettled feeling in her gut. There was no joke. No qualifier. Just a little unvarnished fact.

Alix


I’ll be waiting right by your gate.




Closing her eyes, Grace leaned back and let the electric buzz of syrupy sweet warmth run over her skin. Let it expand in her chest and soothe her. Let it act as a portal through time until all she could smell was Alix’s cologne.

By the time a crackling voice told them to return their seats to the upright position, Grace was ready to run off the plane. The rough air had been constant, and all she wanted to feel was solid ground. Solid ground and Alix. Although as she muscled her way to freedom, she couldn’t really see the difference.

As promised, Alix and her duffel were waiting for her near the teaming masses lined up for their turn at mobile misery. In a dark hoodie and jeans, Alix yanked off her mask the moment they made eye contact. Grace did the same, letting an embarrassingly huge grin greet Alix before her arms could.

Her thundering heart lifted like a hot-air balloon to carry the rest of her body as Grace rushed toward Alix. She stepped out of the stampede and right into a hug.

The chaotic wave of airport noise turned dull and distant. This time, she wasn’t imagining the calming scent of Alix’s skin. The comforting feel of her body pressed against hers. Her arms, strong and steady and putting an end to the month-long ache she’d left in her absence.

“Hi,” Alix breathed against her ear, and Grace’s entire body relaxed like she’d come from the spa rather than actual travel hell. “I’m sorry it was such a long flight.”

Grace squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she could bottle the overwhelming relief radiating in her body. “I’m sorry I made you wait so long.”

“Not as sorry in advance as I am about my family,” she joked, face flushed when she eased out of their hug. “Where’s your stuff?”

“Baggage claim,” Grace replied, the cresting wave of discordant sounds crashing over them again. “Where’s yours?”

Alix gestured at her duffel like she was unveiling a gameshow prize.

“That’s it?” Grace’s eyes widened. “Where’s all the crap you made me get?”

“I didn’t take any winter stuff with me when I moved to Southern California, Gator.” Alix grinned. “Plus, I come from hardy Colorado stock. Six generations descended from gold rushers with lots of grit.”

Grace laughed, following Alix and her ridiculously small bag through the Denver airport. “I can’t see you with a very unkempt beard and denim overalls.”

Standing on the escalator, body turned toward Grace, Alix laughed with the same gusto Miriam had caught in her photo. The one she’d looked at every single day, even though it paled in comparison to the real thing.

Alix ran her hand over her jaw. “I think I’d have a very nice beard, thank you.”

Grace’s skin flushed with unexpected heat. God, everything Alix did was so freaking adorable.

Talking nonstop like they hadn’t seen each other in a year and didn’t text constantly, Grace kept an eye on the moving conveyor belt. The hard-sided white suitcases with the colorful swaths of fabric tied to the handles her mother had insisted on were always easy to spot. But when the belt stopped making laps, there was only a single unclaimed box left.

Anxiety spiked hard and fast in Grace’s chest. Her bags. Her things. Christmas presents. It couldn’t be happening. After all this, her bags couldn’t be lost.

“Hey, no worries. I bet someone else picked them up and couldn’t remember the carousel number to bring them back,” Alix said like she wished very desperately for that to be true. “No reason to freak out.”

“I’m not freaking out,” Grace replied, the lie stamped on the inhuman pitch in her voice.

Alix winced. “Good,” she said, openly pretending to believe her. “No one is freaking out.”

After waiting in an endless line that weaved around a suitcase graveyard, they reached the airline’s help desk. Grace was holding it together for the good news: her bags were not lost. Then came the bad. All of her things had ended up in Detroit for reasons the overworked woman at the desk could not explain.

Numb from shock, Grace let Alix lead her out of the airport’s bowels while she talked about fifty-dollar food vouchers and tried desperately to put a positive spin on her shitty situation. Without suitcases, Grace was forced to shop for something warm in the airport. The bright orange Broncos gloves and matching hoodie were nowhere near as hideous as the orange socks visible with her simple black flats.

“Well, my dad will be excited you’re such a Broncos fan,” Alix joked when they got on the shuttle to the car rental place.

Grace couldn’t muster the energy to pretend not to feel like an absolute clown in her airport clothes. So she didn’t. Instead, she dropped her head on Alix’s shoulder and groaned.

“Your parents are going to think I’m unhinged,” Grace said with a pained sigh.

Alix’s arm around her, pulling her in close and helping her keep out the shocking cold, kept Grace from spiraling. From leaping into the future and imagining the absolute worst possible scenario.

And then Alix chuckled. “Oh, look. It’s snowing.”

Eyes closed, Grace nodded. “Good thing I got that waterproof jacket you recommended.”

Alix crushed her against her chest, energy as bright as when she’d picked her up at the gate. “That’s good. It’s probably snowing in Detroit too.”

Grace laughed instead of reaching for the illusion of control. She was cold, dressed like a lunatic, and heading to meet the parents of a woman she was absolutely developing feelings for. And yet, she’d lose her luggage a hundred times if she could stay tucked under Alix’s arm in a shuttle that stank like mildew.

The race to be the youngest partner at the firm had shaped her life choices for so long. Suddenly, it all felt so trivial by comparison.


Chapter Eighteen



ALIX

The clerk at the car rental counter sighed, then turned the screen and gestured toward the massive white truck like she was unveiling a prize on The Price Is Right. It was so big and so aggressively bad at gas mileage that Alix half expected a bald eagle to swoop down and bless it right there on the screen.

“You’re late, and we only have two vehicles left. Christmas rush, you know? It’s this, or a Ford Fiesta. Personally, I’d go with this,” the clerk said, clearly unfazed by the dichotomy of choices.

Grace’s brows inched up. “We’re just driving to your parents’ house, not invading it, right?”

Alix signed the last form and pocketed the keys. “I’m not driving you anywhere in a compact car that apparently can’t handle a snowflake.” They walked through the parking garage, where she was sure she saw a few AWD SUVs, but there was the truck. She squinted at her reflection in the chrome bumper, which made her look about two feet tall. “Think of it like a cultural experience. Denver may be a cool city, and hell, even Fort Collins is a college town, but Bellvue? We’re going to fit right in.”

Grace muffled a laugh. “Does it come with an American flag shirt and a country playlist?”

“They’re pre-installed.” Alix tugged open the heavy door, helping Grace in on the passenger side. She walked around the other side, tossing her duffel into the back seat, then hoisted herself up like she was mounting a horse. “Welcome to Colorado, baybee.”

As Grace clicked her seat belt, she was still laughing quietly — an exhausted, melodic sound that landed somewhere deep in Alix’s chest. “What an experience already. We landed in a corn field, we’re driving a truck that feels like you need a special license, and I’m wearing an extreme amount of football fan gear. Did you know this hoodie cost seventy-five dollars at that gift shop?”

“Highway robbery,” Alix said, shaking her head as she connected to CarPlay.

The drive north out of Denver was a long stretch of dark toll road, each mile marker dragging them farther from the city glow and closer to the dark silhouette of the foothills. Snowflakes blew across the windshield like confetti, melting into streaks under the wipers. It had been a while since she’d driven in snow, but she took it slow and steady, hoping it was a skill that stayed forever, like riding a bicycle.

Alix’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. She hadn’t driven this route in ten years. The muscle memory of it hit like a ghost as she merged onto I-25 — every turn, every billboard, every time her mom’s voice had filled the silence with advice she hadn’t asked for. You could still finish college. You could still find a nice guy and settle down. You’re wasting your talent on hair and your alternative lifestyle.

And then Alix had snapped. She didn’t remember the specifics of the fight, but she’d yelled some awful things, and her mom had yelled back, and then she was leaving, slamming the door and rushing headfirst into the world more determined than ever.

Now she was back, headlights catching the road signs that still carried the same names — Longmont, Loveland, Fort Collins — while her pulse kept insisting she turn around.

Grace shifted beside her, tucking her hands into her lap. “You okay?”

Alix blinked, realizing she’d been silent for too long. “Yeah,” she said, her voice a little rough. “Just getting reacquainted with the ghost of bad decisions past.”

“’Tis the season.” Grace smiled without pressing, an open invitation if Alix wanted to say more. She did… She just didn’t know how.

The heater hummed, a steady drone against the snow building along the shoulder of the road. The truck felt too warm, the world outside too cold. Between them, a familiar ease started to bloom again, the kind that made Alix want to reach across the console and thread their fingers together. She didn’t. She kept both hands on the wheel, steady as the miles slipped by.

They’d been driving nearly an hour when Alix caught sight of Grace rubbing her hands together for warmth. “You cold?”

“I’m fine,” Grace lied. “I didn’t realize Colorado would be this… committed to the Winter Wonderland aesthetic.”

“Uh-huh.” Alix glanced down. Grace’s feet were damp, her thin flats and orange socks darkened by melted snow. “Maybe you can wear some of mine, or my mom’s. What size are you?”

“Six.”

Alix glanced toward Grace. “You have child feet.”

“I have normal feet,” Grace countered. “You just have ski attachments.”

“Well, I think we’re going to have to grab you something until your bags arrive,” Alix said.

Grace didn’t argue, which showed Alix just how freezing she must be.

Alix tried to remember what was in the small downtown of Bellvue’s neighboring town, Laporte. Bellvue itself was too small to have any kind of shopping area, so most people “went into town” either to Laporte or Fort Collins for the bigger stores. The streets were mostly empty, the shops dark except for one still glowing with neon: Buckaroo Trading Post.

Grace peered at the wooden sign as they parked. “Is this a souvenir shop or a front for a cult?”

“A little from column A, a little from column B,” Alix said, hopping out and crunching through the snow. “Do you want me to carry you?”

Grace looked alarmed, her mouth opening and closing twice before she gasped, “No.”

Alix shrugged. “Well, then, come on. Let’s see if we can find you some shoes that won’t require amputation.”

A bell jingled as they entered, and a teenager behind the counter gave them the bored wave of someone whose soul had escaped mid-shift.

Inside, the Buckaroo Trading Post was exactly what it sounded like — part novelty store, part museum of outdated cowboy fantasies. Taxidermy heads lined the walls. Shelves held everything from “Don’t Mess with the West” magnets to T-shirts of wolves howling at a neon moon. Laporte really leaned into the rural aspect of its heritage instead of admitting it was basically incorporated into a large, liberal college town.

“Wow,” Grace murmured, walking past a rack of faux-suede jackets. “So this is culture.”

“Don’t be jealous,” Alix said.

They poked through rows of flannel shirts and beaded moccasin keychains. There was one sad rack of boots near the back, all in sizes that seemed to belong to the type of person named Big Earl.

The smallest boots were an impeccably shiny pair of chestnut cowboy boots with turquoise stitching. Grace picked them up, turned them over, and grinned. “You know what? I’ve always wanted cowboy boots.”

“Of course you have,” Alix said. “Every Miami lawyer dreams of going full Dolly Parton.”

Grace slipped them on, wiggled her toes, and took a few tentative steps. “They fit.”

Alix crossed her arms. “You look like a brand-new member of a country girl power trio. In a good way.”

Grace spun, the strings of her fluorescent orange Broncos hoodie flaring, and gave her a mock curtsy. “Then I guess I’ll need a stage name.”

“Gator Jones.”

Grace laughed, a real one that reached her eyes. “You’re ridiculous.”

Alix couldn’t help but smile. “We’re buying those.”

Ten minutes later, Grace left the store with her new boots and a tiny cowboy hat keychain she’d insisted on buying for Alix. Outside, the snow had picked up again — dreamy, giant flakes drifting under the streetlights.

As they drove the last few miles, the landscape widened. Fenced pastures stretched into the dark, punctuated by the occasional red barn or solitary light. Alix’s throat tightened. She’d forgotten how open it felt out here, how the sky seemed too big to belong to anyone.

“There it is,” Alix said quietly, nodding toward the faint glow at the end of a long gravel drive.

The farmhouse came into view — white siding, dark shutters, a wraparound porch buried in snow. The barn and stables beyond were shadowed, but the porch light glowed amber through the flakes.

Alix’s pulse kicked.

Grace tilted her head. “It’s beautiful.”

“Yeah.” Alix slowed, the tires crunching over gravel. “From a distance.”

She pulled up in front of the house and put the truck in park. For a moment, neither of them moved. Her hands stayed on the steering wheel, the engine rumbling beneath them.

Grace turned to her. “Hey.”

Alix glanced over.

“You okay?”

“I don’t know.” She let out a small laugh that wasn’t funny. “Last time I was here, my mom told me I was wasting my life. I told her she could kiss my tattooed ass. It was… not our best moment.”

“Do you really have a tattoo on your ass?” Grace asked.

“It was a metaphorical ass tattoo.” Alix shrugged.

“Right.” Grace reached over and rested her hand on Alix’s knee, warm through the denim. “You’re allowed to be nervous.”

“I’m not nervous,” Alix said, which was, of course, a lie. “I’m just preemptively mortified.”

Grace squeezed Alix’s hand lightly. “We’ll face it together, okay? I’ll even take the blame if it goes south. I can fake a terrible stomachache.”

Alix snorted. “Let’s not make that a tradition.”

The porch light flicked on. A figure appeared behind the window curtain. Alix exhaled. “Well, too late to turn around.”

“Only one way to find out,” Grace said, smiling with encouragement. “C’mon, Scissors. Lead the way.”

Alix stepped out into the snow. It hit her boots with a crunch, instantly filling the cuffs of her jeans. The air smelled like pine and woodsmoke, so sharp it almost hurt. She walked up the porch steps with Grace beside her, heart pounding like a drum against her ribs.

The door swung open before they could knock.

“Alexandra!” Helen’s voice carried the same exasperation it always had, but it was now tinged with a slight hint of warmth behind a wide smile. “You’re finally here!”

Alix froze, expecting the scolding tone that usually followed her full name. But Helen’s face was bright, open. She wore a thick cardigan over pajamas, her silver hair twisted into a loose bun. The smell of chili and cornbread drifted out into the cold.

“Hi, Mom,” Alix managed as they shuffled inside.

“And you must be Grace.” Helen’s expression was open and kind as she stepped aside. “Come in, sweetheart. You must be frozen.”

Grace flushed, flustered by the endearment. “A little,” she admitted, stomping her new boots on the mat.

Helen beamed. “Cowboy boots! I love those.”

Alix blinked, thrown. Her parents’ house hadn’t changed much — new furniture in a familiar style and perhaps updated carpet — but it hit her right in the chest with how she still knew it by heart. The living room looked like a Christmas card that had gotten drunk and decided to throw a party. The tree still glittered with mismatched ornaments: horses, stars, and one ceramic boot that had clearly survived since the Reagan administration.

Helen hugged them both, taking a moment to keep Alix in her arms. Her mom looked… older. Of course it had been ten years, but she’d always loomed large in Alix’s memory, and now she was shorter than Alix remembered, with more wrinkles and completely gray hair.

Helen turned back toward the kitchen. “I made vegan chili. Hope you’re hungry.”

Grace followed, murmuring a polite thank-you. Alix trailed behind, bewildered by the complete absence of tension. The living room looked exactly the same — stone fireplace, mismatched furniture, photos along the mantel. Except the air felt… easy. As if the walls had loosened their grip on old grudges.

Grace crouched to greet the cat weaving between her boots. “Hi, gorgeous,” she cooed, scratching behind its ears. The cat immediately flopped onto its back, demanding belly rubs.

Alix didn’t even recognize the cat. “Who is this?”

Helen laughed from the kitchen. “This is Paul. He’s always liked good energy. Come eat before it gets cold.”

“Paul,” Alix muttered to herself. Her parents had never let barn cats in before. What alien had abducted her mother in the last ten years?

At the kitchen table, bowls steamed under the warm light. Grace took a seat and glanced around with what seemed like quiet delight — the copper pots hanging from hooks, the checked curtains, the big window overlooking the snow-covered paddock. “This is so cozy,” she said.

Alix expected her mom to make a quip about “finally appreciating the simple life,” but Helen only smiled. “It’s nice having someone to feed again.”

Something in Alix’s chest twisted. “You feed Dad and Matt.”

“Matt mostly eats cereal and frozen pizza when I let him,” Helen said, ladling chili into their bowls. “So. Tell me everything.”

Dinner passed in a blur of conversation and laughter. Grace complimented the food, and Helen insisted she take seconds. Alix tried to remember when the sound of her mom’s voice had last felt so soft. Every now and then, Helen would reach over and touch Alix’s hand as if checking she was really there.

When they’d finished, Grace started stacking dishes automatically. “Can I help clean up, Mrs. Wolf?”

“You absolutely cannot,” Helen said, waving her off. “Guests don’t wash dishes in this house.”

Alix rose to her feet. “I’ll do them. You should sleep, Mom. You’ve been up waiting.”

“I wanted to see you walk through that door.” Helen touched her cheek with the kind of affection that made Alix’s throat ache. “You look good, baby.”

“Thanks.” Alix managed a smile.

Helen launched into an explanation that Alix’s bedroom was now a home gym, but they still had the guest room. Something pinged inside of Alix’s mind about the guest bedroom… one bed? For both of them? When her mom finally retreated down the hall, humming to herself, the house went quiet except for the clink of plates and the hum of the refrigerator. Grace waited until Helen was out of sight and then stood beside Alix at the sink, drying dishes with a towel patterned with little horses.

“You okay?” Grace asked in a whisper.

“Yeah.” Alix handed her a rinsed bowl. “That went, like, way better than expected. I’m… not sure if it’s real.”

Grace bumped her with her hip. “It’s my charm. Moms love me.”

Alix laughed, shoulders finally loosening. Grace was close enough that the warmth of her body was unmistakable. The scent of her floral shampoo cut through the smell of dish soap and chili. When their hands brushed reaching for the same plate, a tiny spark shot through her. Not dramatic, just enough to make something inside of her sigh in response.

Grace froze, eyes flicking up to hers. For one dizzy second, neither of them moved.

Then Alix cleared her throat and looked away. “Careful. If we don’t hurry, I’m gonna look domestic in front of my parents and then the ruse of me being a teen rebel will really be up.”

Grace’s voice was teasing, but low. “I think it suits you.”

“Please don’t ruin my street cred.”

“I’ll keep it between us.”

When the last dish was done, Alix leaned against the counter, drying her hands on a towel.

“So,” she said, watching Grace take in the kitchen with those steady brown eyes. “Welcome to Bellvue.”

Grace smiled. “Thanks for bringing me home.”

The words were simple, but they hit hard. Alix swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat. She wanted to say something back — to admit that this didn’t feel like coming home until Grace was standing in it — but she couldn’t quite find the words.

Instead, she reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Grace’s ear. Her hand lingered for just a second too long.

Grace’s breath caught. “Alix…”

“Yeah?”

Her lips curved. “You’ve got soap on your cheek.”

“Oh.” Alix rubbed at it quickly, face burning. “Cool. Love that for me.” She yawned. “All right, Cowgirl. I’ll show you where the guest room is.”


Chapter Nineteen



GRACE

Grace stood at the open door of the guest room, unsure of what to do with herself. The room was smaller than she expected given the size of the house, and the full-sized bed with its floral bedspread looked microscopic. There was no way she could sleep next to Alix without accidentally touching her.

She swallowed hard, but the same heat that was warming the house had also turned her throat to sandpaper. It wasn’t a big deal. She could share with Alix. She’d shared plenty of beds in her life. It was fine. Totally fine. She’d get plenty of restful sleep.

And then, because the universe wanted to torment her, Alix walked in. Carrying her duffel, tattooed arms on display after peeling off her layers, she greeted Grace with the same broad smile she’d given her at the airport. Like she’d missed her during the few minutes they were apart.

Grace wanted more than anything to be in bed with her. To have the darkness of the room and the warmth of Alix’s body. To have the plausible deniability of a touch under the covers. To give in. To risk being wrong about the nature of their connection. To dare to be right.

Alix looked from the bed to Grace, apparently realizing for the first time that quarters would be close. Her tanned skin didn’t flush as much as it turned incandescent. She put the bag down and ran her fingers through her hair the way Grace so desperately wanted to.

Staring at the bed as if also calculating how little real estate they had, Alix’s expression was unreadable. Had she not known about the sharing? Had she expected her childhood room to be intact? Was she feeling erased?

Grace took a step toward her, but she didn’t get the chance to ask if she was okay. If she preferred for Grace to stay in another room. If coming home was too much and she needed to talk. Helen was right on Alix’s heels.

“I brought you extra blankets. It gets a bit drafty in here,” Helen said when she appeared in the guest room doorway. “I’m so sorry about your luggage, honey. I have a nightgown for you.” Her attention snapped to Alix, as if sensing an objection. “It’s still got the tag on, and it’s from Kohl’s.”

“Thank you so much, Mrs. Wolf. You didn’t have to go through any trouble for me⁠—”

“It’s no trouble,” she assured her, placing the tower of folded items on the dresser. “I hope your things arrive tomorrow. I want you to feel at home while you’re here.” Helen retrieved a thick woven blanket that looked like it had been handmade by someone’s favorite grandma and then handed down for generations. The kind of thing she always wished her own family had. Something that only became important because it was wrapped in generational love.

“I really appreciate that.” Grace held her own hands, unsure how to stand still while someone else did all the work, but she didn’t want to offend Helen or reject her hospitality by helping. “At least I had my toiletries in my backpack.” She laughed awkwardly for no discernible reason.

“Now I know you are very California cool, and I’m going to sound more naive than I am.” Helen let her knowing gaze linger on Grace like she wanted to be sure Grace saw the flash of her smirk before she looked at Alix. “But under my roof, only married couples share beds.”

Eyes widening, Alix paled. “Mom,” she shrieked like a teenager experiencing stage-four mortification.

Despite her own shock at Helen’s assumption, Grace couldn’t stop the laugh that erupted from her body like a car alarm. She clamped her jaw shut, but it was too late. The inhuman sound had escaped.

See? It’s not so funny when it’s happening to you, she told Alix with nothing but a glance and the flick of her brow.

“Now, Grace. I don’t want you to think I’m not very pleased that Alexandra brought home someone special⁠—”

“Is this thing broken?” Alix mimicked sound-checking a microphone. “Mom, we’re not together. We’re really just friends. Why would I lie⁠—”

“Just like you and the Roberts girl were just friends?” Helen finished exchanging the bedspread with the woven blanket. “I found them in the hayloft being remarkably good friends before senior prom.” She put the folded bedspread in the closet like she hadn’t stolen Alix’s imaginary mic and drop-kicked it out of the room.

“Oh, there was a Roberts girl?” Grace crossed her arms, but no amount of practice could hide her delight at Alix’s adorable horror.

“You know she married a veterinarian and moved to Wellington. I hear they have three lovely children.” Helen closed the closet door. “Grace, how do you feel about kids?”

Grace didn’t say that at thirty-nine, she feared that ship had sailed. She answered honestly instead. “Love them.”

“Alexandra was always so good with kids.” Helen put her hand to Alix’s cheek like she still couldn’t believe she was really home. “She used to teach riding lessons to little ones every summer.”

The way Alix softened at her mother’s touch was so sweet. It was so intimate, too intimate, like Grace had witnessed something that wasn’t meant for her. But whether she should be in the audience or not, there she was, struggling to breathe while her heart expanded in her chest.

It was a shift in gravity, the change in Alix’s demeanor, a centrifugal force keeping Grace pinned to the spot. No, not pinned, pulled. Drawn into Alix’s orbit. Stripped of her humor and bravado, Alix was even more irresistible. She was perfect, and Grace was perfectly fucked. Of course this was exactly her luck. Grace’s ability to find only unavailable women should really be studied in a lab.

“You can share with Matt,” Helen said, abruptly dragging Grace back to her senses.

Alix groaned, returning to herself too. “In the basement that smells like dude who failed to launch?”

“It’s nice to see some things never change. Even that sparkling charm usually reserved for teenagers.”

Grace laughed, earning an amused wink from Helen. She relaxed. Even if Alix was unavailable romantically, she’d given her the most natural friendship of her life, and maybe that was even better than romance. She watched Alix interact with her mom, her stomach fluttering at the sight.

Yep. Friendship is so much better than dating.

“Fine, you can sleep in the day bed,” Helen said. And if there was any doubt she’d only been teasing about Alix sharing with Matt, she added, “I just put fresh sheets on for you.”

Paul punctuated the end of Helen’s sentence with a meow when he sauntered into the room. As if they were old friends, he bumped Grace’s leg on his way up to the bed, turned in a circle, and dropped onto a pillow.

“Sorry, dear. I’ll get him out. Just make sure you keep the door closed or he’ll sneak right back in. I shouldn’t let him nap in here, but⁠—”

“No, please. If this is where he sleeps, he’s more than welcome to stay,” Grace said without adding that she’d much rather have the company. Even as a kid, she hated sleeping alone and nearly always snuck in with her mom. “I have two cats at home, so I’m used to it. I actually wouldn’t know what to do with a bed all to myself.” She forced herself to stop rambling by slamming her jaw shut.

Helen laughed and then gave Alix a pointed look. “I guess that’s one way to make sure you remember your allergy pills.”

“Mom.” Alix sighed, but she sounded more amused than annoyed, like she finally understood her mother had been teasing her. “We’re not dating and she’s in Miami. How would I even⁠—”

“Miami, where you spent Thanksgiving?” Helen turned her head to the side as if to say Checkmate, kiddo.

“Mom—”

“Okay, okay.” Helen put both hands up to show she was unarmed. “Then you won’t have any trouble not sleeping together while you’re here either.” She smiled like she didn’t believe them for one minute. “Grace, dear. Do you need anything else before we let you freshen up?” After Grace thanked her again, Helen looked between her and Alix before adding, “I’ll let you two say your friendly good night, then.”

To make her point, as if they’d otherwise miss that she thought they were full of shit, she closed the door behind her.

“So why exactly did you think I wouldn’t like your mother?” Grace raised both brows at Alix.

“Listen,” Alix whispered dramatically. “I don’t know who that woman is, but she’s not my mother.” She shook her head, dropping the game but keeping her voice low as if sound carried remarkably well through the walls and wood floors. “She’s never been so… chill?”

Grace stepped closer and couldn’t stop herself from reaching for Alix. Hand lightly around Alix’s wrist, Grace held her gaze. “Sometimes a person’s absence is the only way to see just how important they are. How incredibly special and needed they are.” She paused to offer a gentle smile. “She’s obviously missed having you around. Maybe things look different with a little distance.”

“I don’t think I would have come here without you, Grace,” Alix said without a hint of jest. “Thank you.”

Grace’s heart raced a burning path up her chest and lodged itself like volcanic rock in her throat. She couldn’t swallow it down. Couldn’t stop the flutter in her stomach that felt like a roar. She didn’t trust what she would say next. What she would confess. So she dove headfirst into a joke.

“So the Roberts girl, huh?” Grace smirked. “You know, I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to do that after prom.”

Alix laughed, the light returning to her glistening eyes. “Well, I’m sure I would’ve, but she dumped me before the big night for Brittany, a college freshman interested in equine medicine.”

Grace’s eyes widened, relieved to have somewhere to put all of her nervous energy. “Certainly not Wellington Vet Brittany of three-children fame.”

Chuckling, Alix touched her finger to the tip of her nose. “Normally, I would have thought my mom dropped that little tidbit to show me how I fucked up a picket-fence future, but she couldn’t have known about Brittany.”

“Just standard, universal, I’m-going-to-die-without-grandkids guilt, then.”

“Apparently,” Alix said, like she still couldn’t believe it. “All right, I’ll let you get some sleep.”

Before Grace could admit that she wasn’t ready to say good night, Alix was turning toward her bag and squatting down to get something from the fanny pack dropped on top of it.

“Here.” Alix handed her an unopened lip balm. “The dry air is a bitch. Apply liberally and often.”

“Got it.” Grace’s thumb lingered over Alix’s when she took the small tube. If she’d had even a drop of alcohol, anything to get her out of her own head, she might have said something insane like there were better ways to stay moist.

God. Moist. The terrible word choice knocked her out of her haze.

“Have sweet dreams about Roberts in the hayloft,” Grace joked because she’d lost control of herself.

Hand on the doorknob, Alix looked back at her with an expression Grace had never seen before. It was dark and hot and destabilizing. Her gaze dropped from Grace’s eyes to her mouth, lingering there for a beat too long before meeting her eyes again.

Alix smirked, destroying Grace with a casual, “I’ve always preferred the future over the past.”


Chapter Twenty



ALIX

Coffee. Not the fancy café kind with caramel drizzle and oat milk foam — real coffee. Burnt and black and strong enough to strip paint.

Then came the sound of her mother humming downstairs — some country song from the nineties that had been trapped in Helen Wolf’s rotation since dial-up internet.

Alix rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling fan spinning lazily above her. The bedroom she grew up in looked… wrong. Like someone had taken a snapshot of her teenage rebellion and fed it through a midlife crisis filter.

The posters were gone, of course. The walls were a respectable beige now, and the only thing left of her adolescence was the faint rectangle where she once tacked up a “No Boys Allowed” sign — which, in hindsight, had been more of a signal than a rule.

In its place: a treadmill. A massive BowFlex machine that looked more like a torture device. A yoga mat rolled in the corner.

Cozy. She tried not to think about what it meant that her childhood room had been completely stripped. Her parents didn’t owe her a shrine, but it would have been nice to have something more than a sad daybed covered in Paul’s hair.

She stumbled barefoot to the closet and tugged the door open, looking for her winter coat. Inside: resistance bands, Christmas décor, and a box labeled MATT’S TROPHIES. Not a single article of clothing.

“Matt has trophies?” she asked the empty room. “For fuck’s sake.”

Then she spotted the small attic hatch in the ceiling — the same one she used to climb through to hide contraband cigarettes, her worst poetry, and a small flask filled with Helen’s vodka. The Wolf family had long memories, but apparently short ceilings.

She dragged over the desk chair, testing it once before climbing up. The air that wafted down smelled like dust and insulation and Bath & Body Works Christmas candles from decades past.

When she poked her head through the hatch, sunlight filtered through the tiny gable window, catching on boxes stacked in precarious towers. One of them caught her eye — a clear plastic tub with a strip of masking tape across the front.

ALEXANDRA CLOTHES.

The full name made something in her chest go sideways. She pulled the tub toward her and popped the lid. Maybe her mom had tucked her coat in there.

Inside: the ghosts of her teenage wardrobe. Ripped jeans. Studded belts. A rhinestone tee that declared BLONDES HAVE MORE FUN (UNTIL THE SPLIT ENDS).

She laughed to herself — because of course Helen would keep this stuff. Because of course her mom would label it like a crime scene.

No coat, though. Not one decent thing for winter.

“Figures,” Alix muttered. She shook dust off the denim jacket covered in patches of bands that meant a lot to her teen angst. It was no winter coat, and it barely fit, but she called it good enough.

By the time she climbed down, her hair was full of cobwebs and her hands smelled like old fabric softener.

And then she heard it — laughter drifting up from downstairs. Bright, easy laughter. Grace’s laughter.

It hit her right in the sternum.

She followed the sound toward the kitchen. It smelled like coffee and ginger and sugar when she wandered in, trying to look like she hadn’t just had a small existential crisis in the attic.

Helen was in full command mode at the stove, flipping pancakes with militant precision. Grace — of course — was helping. Matt sat at the table scrolling through his phone. He hadn’t changed much, just grown a beard and exchanged the silk Japanese button-ups of his teen years for a holey henley.

Grace was wearing one of Helen’s flannels, sleeves rolled up, looking perfectly at home in the Wolf kitchen. Her sleek dark hair was tied back, glowing and gorgeous in the morning light.

Alix froze in the doorway, instantly aware of the dust on her jeans and the fact that her jacket looked like it had shrunk in a dryer sometime during George W. Bush’s second term.

Helen spotted her. “Morning, sweetheart. Grace tells me you don’t eat before noon, so I made you extra pancakes. Eggs are vegan, right?”

Alix paused for a moment, worried about ruining the thoughtful gesture by giving a talk about inhumane chicken treatment, when Grace cracked a smile. “She’s kidding. They’re vegan. I made sure,” Grace said.

“Gross,” Matt muttered.

Alix pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m disowning all of you.”

Helen flipped another pancake. “That’s fine, but you’ll have to eat before you go.”

Grace cleared her throat with a polite smile. “This is really good, Mrs. Wolf.”

Helen beamed. “Call me Helen, honey. Mrs. Wolf sounds like I should be much hairier.”

Matt grinned without looking up.

“Shut it, Matt,” Helen said.

He began to protest. “I didn’t⁠—”

“You were about to,” Alix and Helen said in stereo.

Alix slid into a chair opposite Grace, who looked a little too pleased with herself.

Helen set a stack of pancakes in front of them, golden and steaming, then wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “All right, troops. Eat up. You’ve got a big day ahead.”

Alix looked up mid-bite. “Big day?”

“The Annual Wolf Gingerbread Invitational,” Helen announced, like it was the Olympics.

Matt groaned. “Can we not? We haven’t done that since I was, like, twelve.”

“Nope,” Helen said cheerfully. “Tradition.”

Alix turned to Grace. “You don’t have to⁠—”

“If Grace is under my roof,” Helen said, cutting her off, “she competes.”

Grace blinked, startled. “I — okay?”

Alix sighed into her coffee. “Welcome to the family.”

Grace leaned in, stage-whispering, “Do I get a waiver for emotional trauma?”

Twenty minutes later, when Helen finished laying out supplies, the kitchen looked like Santa’s workshop after a natural disaster.

Bags of gumdrops. Piles of graham crackers. Icing in piping bags that looked like surgical instruments.

“Teams,” Helen declared, pointing dramatically. “Grace and Alix versus Matt and me.”

Grace straightened like she’d just been told there was a written exam. “Wait — there’s a prize?”

Alix eyed her warily. “You okay there, Tiger Woods?”

“Loser mucks out the stables for the next three days while our usual stable guy, Jack, is on vacation,” Helen said solemnly.

“You wouldn’t dare make Grace do that,” Alix said. She knew that her mother really meant she alone would be mucking out the stables, but she was ready to pay Matt an extreme amount of money to get out of that chore.

“Better win, then,” Matt teased.

Grace was already sketching something on a napkin. “Structural stability’s key. You want to use royal icing as mortar, not decoration. Otherwise, the gumdrops throw off the weight distribution.”

Matt blinked. “Is she serious?”

“Oh, extremely,” Alix said, leaning on the counter. “She once threatened to write a Yelp review over under-whipped cream.”

Grace didn’t look up. “Justice was served.”

Matt shook his head. “You brought a ringer.”

“Hey, I’m just here for the candy,” Alix said, popping a gumdrop into her mouth.

The competition unfolded exactly how it always did — icing everywhere, someone humming “Eye of the Tiger,” Helen and Matt’s house collapsing in slow motion. Grace worked like she was auditioning for a Food Network special, building perfect lines of peppermint along the eaves.

Alix mostly narrated, her commentary growing more dramatic by the minute.

“Ladies and gentlemen, a marvel of modern engineering — she calls it ‘The Gingerbread Ranch.’”

Grace snorted. “That’s not helping.”

“I’m moral support.”

“You’re eating the shingles.”

“They’re delicious.”

When they finished, Grace’s creation gleamed like a miniature real estate ad — straight roofline, frosted fencing, a tiny marshmallow horse out front. She had frosting in her hair and on her cheek. Alix had a sudden urge to kiss the sugar from her skin but instead clenched her hands until the half-moon imprints of her nails appeared on her palms. Meanwhile, Helen and Matt’s looked like it had survived a small explosion.

“Time for judging,” Helen announced, wiping icing off her chin. “Mick!”

From somewhere deep in the house came a muffled, “What?”

“Judging!”

A few minutes later, Mick Wolf appeared, wearing slippers and a sweatshirt that said ST LOUIS and looked like he’d had it since sweatshirts had been invented. He surveyed the two houses like a man deeply committed to neutrality.

Silence.

Then he pointed. “That one.”

The room erupted.

“What?” Alix protested. “Dad, ours has symmetry!”

He shrugged, made eye contact with Helen, and nodded like they had a secret pact.

And with that, he walked away, taking his coffee and all moral authority with him.

Matt high-fived Helen. “We’re legends.”

Grace looked as though she might burst into tears but was putting on a brave face.

Alix stared at her masterpiece in disbelief. “This is malarky. A real dog and pony show. We were robbed.” She patted Grace’s shoulder. “That was rigged. But don’t worry, I’m sure Mom was just kidding about making a guest do hard labor. Right, Mother, who wouldn’t even let Grace do any dishes last night?” Alix said, turning with a sweet smile toward her mom.

“Guess you’re doing it all by yourself, then,” Helen’s eyes had a mischievous glint.

After lunch, Helen clapped her hands and announced, “Time to show Grace where the chores start.”

Alix groaned. “Mom⁠—”

“You two lost fair and square. It’s tradition.”

“It’s cold and she doesn’t have a coat.”

Grace perked up. “I want to meet horses. I don’t mind… mucking… whatever that is.”

“She can borrow one of mine,” Helen said.

Helen walked to the hall closet and pulled out a coat that Alix had seen her wear in the nineties. Grace bundled up in the puffy jacket, scarf, and gloves, Alix tugged on her too-small denim relic and hoped pride generated body heat.

“Did you get rid of my old coat?” Alix asked.

“I donated it to the women’s shelter in Fort Collins,” Helen said without glancing her way. Translation: What does someone who avoids being home in Colorado for ten years need a coat for?

Alix smothered her reply — if she complained that her mother hadn’t kept a coat for a person who never came home, she’d be risking a lecture.

“Do you need to borrow one?” her mom asked. She was putting on her own coat but paused as if she might just offer it to Alix right off her back.

Alix shook her head. “Nah, this one’s fine,” she said, stuffing her hands into her denim jacket.

“Are you sure, Alexandra?” Helen eyed her. “It’s been a cold winter so far.”

“Yeah,” Alix said. “This is totally fine. We’ll only be outside for a minute.”

Outside, the cold hit like a slap: clean and sharp, full of cedar and snow. The sky stretched pale blue over the Wolf property, the paddock gleaming white. Every inch of it looked exactly the same and somehow entirely different. The fence posts her father had replaced himself. The big maple tree where she’d fallen and broken her arm when she was nine still standing sentry near the drive. Even the faint trail that led to the pond shimmered with snow, a memory of the path she used to take when she wanted to disappear from arguments. The air carried the same scent she remembered from childhood — horse, hay, and pine — but it felt foreign now, like revisiting a language she once spoke fluently and only half recalled. It stirred memories she’d buried under years of city noise: the thrill of early rides at dawn, the crunch of gravel under boots, the hollow quiet after shouting matches with her mom.

Having Grace there changed everything. The place that used to shrink her now seemed to stretch, to breathe again, as if someone had opened the windows of an old house. She could almost feel her teenage self rolling her eyes somewhere in the ether, watching her fall for someone who didn’t belong here and yet somehow fit. Grace’s quiet awe smoothed the edges of every memory, made the awkward versions of her past selves seem a little less sharp, a little easier to stand beside.

Four horses stood by the fence: old gentle Lavender, Helen’s favorite mare; restless Athena; lazy Major; and Rook, the youngest and prettiest, his breath clouding in the air as he snorted at the sight of them.

Grace stopped short, eyes wide. “They’re so beautiful.”

Alix kicked at the snow, teen angst overtaking her body before she could stop herself. “It’s cold.”

Helen handed Grace half an apple.

Grace hesitated until Alix demonstrated feeding Athena — flat palm, slow step, calm voice. Alix pointed her toward Major. The horse’s lips brushed her hand and she squealed, half-delighted, half-startled. Helen handed her another apple and pointed toward Lavender. Grace held out the apple in one hand, and Alix rubbed her hand down Lavender’s nose.

“She likes you,” Helen said warmly. “She bites most people.”

Alix deadpanned, “She bites me like ninety percent of the time.”

Grace grinned. “Maybe she has taste.”

Alix laughed before she could stop herself. Grace sniffled in the cold as her breath puffed white in the air. She was pink-cheeked and glowing, and Alix smiled into the collar of her jacket.

The wind picked up, slicing through denim. She shoved her hands in her pockets and pretended not to shiver.

Grace noticed anyway. “You’re freezing.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” Grace unzipped her jacket and stepped closer, her voice gentle but firm. “Here.”

“I’m not taking your coat.”

“You’re shivering.”

“I’d rather take Rook’s blanket, seriously. Grace⁠—”

“Alix.”

The way Grace said her name — steady, certain — left no room for argument. Grace slipped the jacket around her shoulders, fingers brushing the back of Alix’s neck.

Warmth flooded through her instantly, equal parts physical and something else entirely. It startled her how easily her body leaned toward that heat, as if it had been waiting years for permission. Beneath the borrowed jacket, her pulse kicked, betraying the steadiness she tried to project. She told herself it was just the contrast — the cold air, the warmth — but it wasn’t. It was the way Grace didn’t hesitate, didn’t ask if it was okay, just saw her and fixed the problem like she’d been doing it forever. Alix’s breath caught, and she swallowed it down, pretending her eyes were just watering from the wind.

Helen called from the fence, “For shame.”

Grace laughed.

They lingered a moment longer, watching the horses kick up snow, until Helen herded them — the humans and the horses alike — toward the barn. “Come on. Let’s all thaw out somewhere that smells like hay and shit.”


Chapter Twenty-One



GRACE

It was early afternoon before Grace accepted that Alix had been born in a Christmas movie fever dream. Everything she’d seen of her family and town was adorably charming. Her cowboy-booted feet, however, were living a nightmare.

After walking around all day, Grace was questioning every choice that led her to the torture devices on her feet. Feet that throbbed even while she sat on the couch checking the status of her luggage. It had been more comforting knowing her things were in Detroit, rather than the terrifying “in transit” she was staring at now.

“So we’ve got three options,” Alix said when she plopped down next to her. “Making Christmas cookies — yes, that includes decorating them — checking out the Christmas tree on Main Street, or Old Herbert’s Sleigh Ride.” She offered a little lopsided grin, looking more like herself than she had all day.

Grace put her phone down. “What variety,” she joked, when what she really wanted to do was ask which option would get them a moment alone. She wanted some uninterrupted time to ask Alix how she was coping with being back after so many years and get more than a single-sentence answer. “What are you thinking?”

Alix put her hand to her flat stomach. “I’m thinking that if I eat any more sugar, I might actually perish.”

Grace chuckled. “I’m just happy you can repay my fattening holiday favor.”

“Cubans definitely don’t have the market cornered on incredibly unhealthy festivities,” she replied, brown eyes brightening the longer they sat together.

“What are we talking about?” Matt, for no appreciable reason, jumped over the back of the couch and landed with a bounce next to Alix.

Alix sat back so she could look at Grace and Matt on either side of her. “Just deciding between showing Grace the town tree or a sleigh ride.”

“Oh, God,” he groaned. “Two equally boring options. Why the hell would you even visit here from Miami?”

“Because life isn’t a GTA game, my dude,” Alix replied before Grace could.

“Well, I’m pretty sure there are a hundred percent more hotties and considerably less manure there,” he said, giving the same expression Helen did when she thought she’d scored a conversational point.

“Look at my little brother pretending to know math.” Alix ruffled his hair in the single most condescending move possible. “I’m so proud.”

Matt laughed as if despite himself. “We can always stay here and play Rock Band,” he offered, scooping up Paul when he jumped on the couch.

“I know you’re trying to ‘make fetch happen,’ buddy, but there is a reason they stopped making that game.”

Grace would have said that she was happy to play, but she didn’t want to pass up her chance to talk to Alix. Even if that meant losing the opportunity to remove her boots and not have to put them back on, because she was sure that the swelling was going to make that impossible.

“I’d go downtown, I guess,” he said after a beat. “But Dad’s taking a nap and Mom will make us wait for him.” He rolled his eyes.

“My mom really loves a family picture in front of the tree,” Alix explained like a dutiful translator.

Pictures, damn it. Grace wanted to take more of those. She grabbed the phone in her lap, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask Matt to take a photo of them. There was nothing special about sitting on the couch together, except that she wanted to capture it. Wanted to squirrel it away so she could stare at it later. So she wouldn’t forget what Alix looked like with wind-burned cheeks and hair a little flattened by her beanie.

“Sleigh ride it is, then,” Grace said. “Do you have a real jacket Alix can borrow?” she asked Matt.

“I don’t need—” Alix started to protest, but Grace cut her off with her most serious lawyer face.

“Please, Matt,” Grace continued like Alix had never protested. “If you don’t mind. A scarf would also probably be great.”

Laughing, Matt cracked an imaginary whip as he left the room.

“Great,” Alix grumbled, but she couldn’t hide her dimples when she bit back a smile. “Now, they’re going to think we’re married.”

When Matt returned with a black snow jacket and scarf, Alix took them with minimal grumbling.

Half an hour later, they’d arrived at the top of a snowy hill. When Grace jumped out of Alix’s rental, the soles of her feet felt like she’d landed on broken glass. Forget getting the boots back on, she might never wear shoes again.

Mercifully, the walk from the small gravel parking lot up to the stables decorated in garlands and wreaths was short. She walked as naturally as she could given that she was sure there was no more skin left below her ankles.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Grace said when reached the small ticket window.

Snowy mountains in the distance, pine trees, and rolling white hills looked absolutely unreal. She couldn’t imagine living somewhere so beautiful. Once she got used to the cold, she’d want to spend all of her time outside. Palm trees and heat had nothing on this. Miami had never felt magical. Not like this.

“It is,” Alix said, her attention on the horizon. But she didn’t let herself stay in the moment. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a lip balm. “Here. Reapply so you don’t transform lips first into an alligator.”

“You weren’t kidding about the dry air,” Grace said while taking the lip moisturizer that never seemed to last long enough. She was applying it when the biggest horses she’d ever seen trotted out to them like they were filming a Budweiser commercial. “Holy shit.”

“Don’t worry.” Alix patted her back. “Clydesdales are very friendly. They only kill people who displease them.”

Grace couldn’t look away from the animals that were all solid muscle. What if they got spooked and tore off into the woods at the base of the hill? What if they ran into the street and into traffic, light as it was?

“If you don’t want—” Alix furrowed her brow like she was primed to request a refund.

“No, no. I want to.” She started on the dirt path to the real-life red sleigh that fit six, even if there was no one else around. “When else can I say I was this close to Mrs. Claus cosplay?”

The joke did nothing to ease the knot in her stomach. The one aware of all the ways this could go painfully wrong. It was her chance to be alone, and they hadn’t even signed a waiver. She soothed herself with that knowledge. If they’d ever had a disastrous accident on the premises, they’d have learned the hard way to warn people about the inherent risks.

As soon as they were settled in the last row of the sleigh, Alix reached for the black-and-red-checked blanket next to her. It was thick and warm and Grace had absolutely no ego about covering herself with it from the nose down. She’d been to New York in February, but there was something about the wide-open country that made it so much colder.

“Do you want hot chocolate?” Alix relayed the sleigh-driver’s question Grace registered belatedly.

She pulled Helen’s fluffy pink hat over her ears. “Do they have oat milk?”

Alix laughed and leaned in close. Close enough for the addictive scent of her cologne to mix with the pristine scent of nature that no chemical combination could ever recreate. “Bellvue pretty much only has two exports: milk, and fancy yogurt made from that milk. I think I’d be run out of town if I suggested an alternative option.”

“What?” She covered her spike in adrenaline from Alix’s proximity with a mildly deranged shriek laugh. “What if you were lactose intolerant?”

Alix shrugged. “Only terrorists hate milk, Gator,” she said, but she couldn’t deliver the entire line without laughing. “Real Americans shit their pants.”

“Duly noted,” she replied with a laugh and an unreasonable warmth spreading over her skin.

The sled lurched forward, moving faster than Grace expected over the packed snow. As soon as the icy wind slapped her in the face, she scooted closer to Alix.

A racing heartbeat later, Alix had her arm around her. “Is this okay?” she asked quietly.

Alix was suddenly so close. Her lips were only inches from hers. Grace couldn’t feel her face, but she was sure that kissing Alix would thaw her out.

“I still can’t believe we’re here,” Alix muttered, gaze focused on Grace like she’d rather look at her than the incredible scenery. Like the lightly falling snow and the sleigh and the mountains were background noise.

“There’s nowhere else I’d want to be,” Grace admitted too easily.

Alix’s smile was the sun rising over clouds, blinding and hopeful. She moistened her lips but couldn’t suppress the grin that lit Grace on fire from the inside.

Grace turned toward Alix, heart racing. She leaned in gradually, giving Alix every excuse to pull away. But she didn’t. She was right there, watching her like she was waiting for Grace to move in another centimeter. To remove all doubt that she wanted Alix to kiss her.

Their noses nearly brushed. Grace’s lips parted despite chattering teeth she couldn’t blame on the weather⁠—

“They say this route was made to connect to the main fur trade trail that ran through here a hundred years ago.” The driver’s voice cut through the moment. “Beaver was big then,” he continued cheerily. “You ever felt a beaver pelt? It’s the softest fur you’ll ever touch.”

Whiplashed, Grace’s nervous system malfunctioned and responded with an embarrassing and inappropriate snort. Pretending to be freezing, she hid half her face in the blanket.

“A whole pelt, huh?” Alix replied to make her laughter worse. “Nope. I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure.”

Under the blanket, Grace squeezed Alix’s leg in a silent plea for her to stop. But she was, apparently, full of beaver jokes, from “I hear once you get your hands on a good beaver, you never forget it” to “I’m a big fan of wildlife. Try to leave every beaver better than I found it” and even an additional “You can tell a lot about a person by how they treat a beaver.” Grace realized their driver had either never heard of a euphemism in his life, or he’d knowingly engaged Alix in a battle of childish wits.

With every cheeky turn of phrase Alix offered, Grace fell just a little harder. By the time they were back where they started, Grace was sure there was no way to leave Alix without heartache.

The snow was falling again when they pulled into the drive, fat lazy flakes drifting through the halo of the porch light. Grace’s boots had fully betrayed her. By the time they reached the house, her toes were screaming, she was slipping everywhere, and her feet were soaked.

“I’m fine,” Grace said through gritted teeth when Alix opened the passenger-side truck door. “I just need a minute to recover.”

“Uh-huh,” Alix said. “Here, I’ll just carry you.”

“Don’t you dare.” Grace’s warning came too late. Alix leaned in, hooked an arm behind her knees, and swept her up in a full bridal carry with only moderate effort.

No amount of the Spice Girls screaming Girl power! at her tween heart could’ve stopped Grace from being hopelessly smitten by the ridiculous act. But even if Alix’s hold on her was incredibly steady, she still let out a sound somewhere between a shriek and a laugh. “Don’t make me use your middle name.”

“Don’t fight it,” Alix said, grinning. “Heroic rescue in progress. Also, it’s Lynn, just in case you need to know it.”

“Noted,” she replied because she didn’t trust herself not to respond in a Disney princess sigh if she said more.

The front door opened just as they hit the porch. Helen stood there in her robe, blinking against the swirl of snow. “Oh my,” she said, utterly delighted. “If I’d known it was that serious, I’d have made a wedding cake.”

Grace hid a smile behind gloved hands while Alix shook her head. “Just some boot drama.”

Helen stepped out of the way. “I won’t ask.”

Inside, the house smelled like cinnamon and pine, like warmth made tangible. Alix carried her to the couch while Grace’s face burned with embarrassment. Alix looked down at her with that easy grin, snow melting on her lashes.

“Okay, hero,” Grace said. “That was unnecessary.”

“You just called me a hero, so now I’m thinking it was entirely necessary.” Alix crouched to tug off her boots. The wet squelching sound that followed was mortifying.

“Pretty sure you called yourself a hero first,” Grace said, unable to mask her pain.

“Jesus, Grace,” Alix murmured, inspecting the damage. “You’re walking nowhere until I fix this.”

Grace tried to protest, but Alix was already gone, returning with a plastic bin labeled BOOT & BLISTER KIT.

“Don’t laugh,” Alix said. “Breaking in my first pair of Docs in high school was a blood sport.”

“I would never mock someone for footwear trauma,” Grace said, smiling faintly.

Alix knelt at her feet, tending the blisters with quiet precision. Grace’s pulse thudded in her throat. Every brush of Alix’s fingers was too gentle, too intimate. The lamplight turned her skin to gold, her short hair to dark silk. Grace could hardly breathe.

“You’re good at this,” Grace managed.

“Well, my mom didn’t approve of the Docs, so I got good at hiding the blisters and my pain,” Alix said with a smirk, but Grace saw the real scars that had nothing to do with shoes.

The moment Alix was finished and sitting next to her on the couch with hot cider, Grace asked the question that had been weighing on her. “How is it for you being back here? With your mom again?”

Alix’s thumb traced the edge of her mug. “Weird,” she admitted. “Good-weird, I guess. But it’s like walking through an old photo. My mom had a plan for me through my whole childhood — college, marriage, horses, the whole checklist. When I didn’t want it, she didn’t really know what to do with me. I guess Matt and I are similar in that way. I kind of wonder if she’s turned a bit nicer because she’s just given up on any expectation at this point.”

Grace nodded. “Expectation can be a hell of a thing. I know that one.”

Alix turned her face up toward her with a curious expression. “Yeah?”

“My mom came to Miami as a little kid totally on her own,” Grace said. “She just suddenly lived with a bunch of strange nuns. She didn’t even get to see her parents again until she was in her twenties. And when she had me, and my sperm donor was a no-show, she worked nights. She worked days. My mom did whatever she had to for me to go to private school.” Grace admitted a truth she’d known her whole life but never spoken aloud. “She never said it, but I knew I was supposed to make it worth it.” Her throat was suddenly raw and her chest sore from breathing in the cold for so long. “Every grade, every step… it had to count. Had to be the absolute best I could give. It wasn’t about me. It was about her and my grandparents’ sacrifice.”

“That’s… a lot for a kid,” Alix said, her tone as gentle as a hand on her arm.

Grace shrugged, eyes on the fire. “You get used to performing worthiness. It becomes muscle memory.”

“Yeah,” Alix murmured. “Except you actually did it. You became someone people look up to.”

Grace smiled faintly. “Maybe. But it still feels like I’m running a race I didn’t sign up for.”

Alix hesitated, then leaned over and wrapped her in a hug. Grace stiffened, then melted into it. Alix smelled like smoke and snow, and her heartbeat was a steady rhythm against Grace’s cheek.

“But you turned out so perfect,” Alix said into her hair.

Grace laughed quietly, flustered. “You’re biased.”

“Maybe,” Alix said. “But I’m also right.”

Matt’s voice echoed from the hallway. “Since you two are still up, you wanna play Rock Band?”

Alix groaned. “Still no, bud.”

“I could play a song or two.” Grace smiled. “As long as I don’t have to be on the drums.”

Later, after ruining many classic rock songs and ensuring Matt would never ask them to play Rock Band again, the house was finally, blessedly quiet. Grace sat in front of the fire on the couch, wrapped in a borrowed flannel and blanket. Alix sat beside her, close enough that their shoulders brushed.

“This has been kind of wonderful,” Grace said.

“Really? I think everyone here is acting absolutely insane.”

“Maybe they were waiting for someone to see them right.”

Alix turned toward her, smiling faintly. “That your professional opinion?”

“My personal one.”

The quiet stretched until even the fire seemed to hold its breath. Alix leaned closer, eyes flicking to Grace’s mouth. Grace could only hear the charred logs popping and hissing when Alix was inches away. Close enough that a random Wolf wandering by would make them jump back. Close enough for Grace’s mouth to ache for the press of Alix’s lips.

And then: Mrrrp.

Paul jumped onto the couch, tail smacking Grace across the face.

That shocked Grace out of making the move, even if she was certain Alix was also feeling the same way.

“We should get to bed,” Grace said instead of screaming.

“I think I’m gonna stay up a little bit,” Alix said. “Watch the snow.”

“Sounds quaint. Have fun.” Grace was still smiling when she stood. “Good night, Alix.”

“Night, Gator.”

As she left, the sound of Alix’s quiet sigh followed her down the hall. Outside, the snow kept falling, silver and endless.


Chapter Twenty-Two



ALIX

Alix woke to the smell of coffee and the whispers of a house that knew winter by heart. Pipes ticked. Floorboards sighed. Somewhere downstairs a spoon chimed against a mug. For a long breath she lay still and watched pale light sift through the curtains, and let the first conscious thought rise the way it wanted to.

Grace.

She pictured her in the guest room down the hall, hair mussed, one cheek creased by a pillowcase, feet bundled in the blanket because those poor boots had chewed her up last night. The memory of carrying her in through the snow made Alix grin into her pillow. She felt ridiculous and buoyant and sixteen, all at once.

She pulled on an old Larimer County Fairgrounds sweatshirt that had seen better days and walked down the hall in socks. The air smelled like cinnamon and something nutty. In the kitchen, Helen stood at the counter in a red plaid robe with an apron tied over it, hair half pinned up, pecans spread like a little brown lake on a baking sheet.

“Morning, kiddo,” Helen said, not turning yet. “Coffee’s fresh.”

“Thanks,” Alix said, and meant it. She poured a mug and leaned against the counter with both hands wrapped around the heat. The warmth worked down into her fingers, into a place she had forgotten to warm for a very long time. “Poor Grace’s feet,” she added, wincing at the memory of angry skin.

Helen glanced over, mouth curved. “They looked rough. I was thinking I might have some tiny shoes that would work for her today.”

Alix snorted into her mug. “From one of your doll collections?”

“From before your feet grew into boats,” Helen said, mock-prim. She pointed her wooden spoon toward the mudroom. “Speaking of, I found your old skates and put them near the utility sink. And another pair. Tiny ones that might fit Grace. Yours, from when you were little.”

“My skates?” Alix’s brain made a happy little click. “Oh my God. That is perfect.” The idea unfurled so fast she had to laugh. “When she wakes up, I am taking her to the pond.”

Helen raised a brow. “You sure her feet can handle that?”

“I will push her around on a folding chair if I have to,” Alix said, getting a bright image of Grace laughing, scarf trailing, the world a ring of white around them. “She will love it.”

“That poor girl,” Helen murmured, but she was smiling. She sprinkled cinnamon over the pecans and slid the tray into the oven. The warm, sugary smell deepened, cozy as a blanket.

“You’re not really going to make us muck out the stables, are you?” Alix said, hoping she looked pitiful enough.

Her mom rolled her eyes. “Dad’s already in there. He said something about how you always sleep too late, so he’d better just do it himself,” she said with a small, knowing smile.

Alix gave a small nod. “I owe him one.”

For a moment they moved around each other in that quiet domestic rhythm Alix had forgotten, a body memory of holidays and ovens and the sound of snow dampening the whole world outside. She rinsed the measuring cup without being asked. Helen set another mug on the counter. The ordinary sweetness of it made Alix’s chest go loose.

Helen set her spoon down and laid a hand on Alix’s forearm. The touch was warm and steady. “I’m glad you decided to come home this year.”

Alix swallowed. The easy way the sentence landed, the lack of edge, the simple truth inside it made her throat tighten. “Me too.”

Helen held her eyes for a beat longer, then looked down at her hands. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,” she said, voice lower. “Last summer I had a scare. Breast cancer.” She took a breath. “They caught it early. I had a lumpectomy. Clean margins. I am fine.”

The kitchen sounds went thin. The furnace exhaled. Somewhere outside a horse snorted, the sound carrying through crisp air. Inside her own body, Alix felt the ground fall out.

“Mom,” she said, the word more air than voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want you to worry,” Helen said simply. She met Alix’s eyes again. There was a new softness there, a light that made her look younger and older at once. “But when I was waiting for the biopsy, I kept thinking about how stubborn I’ve been. All the ways I held on to things that did not matter. All the ways I made you feel like you had to fight the whole world just to be yourself.” She gave a tiny, rueful smile. “It made me see things differently.”

Alix put her mug down because she did not trust her hands. She crossed the small space and hugged her mother, awkward for the first half second and then fiercely, both of them holding on like they had been meaning to do it for years and had not known how. Helen smelled like clean cotton and cinnamon. She felt small and unbendable in the way that only mothers could.

Alix breathed out, shaky and relieved and frazzled. “Thank you for telling me. And you’re okay now?”

“I should have sooner,” Helen said. “But, it felt wrong to tell you over the phone. I’m okay now. I’m being monitored closely.” Then, as if she needed to set them back down on something sturdy, she nodded toward the mudroom. “You should get her out to the pond while the ice is still good. Before Matt and his friends go out there and carve it up with hockey.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Alix said. She could feel the smile turning up from somewhere deep.

“Wow, does my own flesh and blood readily admit her mother could be right?” Helen joked.

Alix rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. Don’t get used to it.”

They stood like that for a breath longer, until Alix turned toward the hallway and listened. The house was quiet in that particular way that meant one person was still asleep. She pictured Grace again, all tucked in, the cat probably a warm comma at her hip. The anticipation shot through Alix like a spark, ridiculous and pure.

She gathered the skates from the mudroom, brushed off a bit of dust, checked the laces. The leather was scuffed but sound. On a low hook she found a navy scarf she used to fight her mother about because she thought it made her look like a child. She shook it out and smiled. It would look better on Grace anyway.

Helen slid the pecans out of the oven. They crackled on the hot sheet. “Take a handful to bribe her out of bed,” she said.

“I do not need bribes,” Alix said, then scooped a few into a small bowl just in case.

On her way down the hall, she passed the family photos that ran like a timeline along the wall. There was the one where she was nine and squinting into sunlight, hand on a bay mare’s neck. There was the prom dress that did not feel like hers even when she was wearing it. There was the staged Christmas picture where everyone looked stiff and clean, like actors playing themselves. She found she did not hate any of them the way she used to. They were just past tense, and she was not. Not anymore.

In the guest room doorway, she paused. Grace was already awake and looking at her phone with a furrowed brow, propped up against pillows, hair tangled, Helen’s woven blanket cocooned around her shoulders. Alix had never seen her mom offer that blanket to anyone — she’d always made a big deal about it being an heirloom. Seeing it now around Grace brought Alix a deep sense of calm and familiarity. Paul sat like a guard at the foot of the bed, eyes half-closed, already in love. She couldn’t blame him.

“Hi,” Grace said, surprise warming into a smile as soon as she saw Alix. She set her phone down. “Sorry, lawyers don’t understand holidays. You’re up early.”

“I am on mountain time,” Alix said, which made no sense but sounded confident. She held up the skates. “Also, I have a plan.”

Grace’s eyes dropped to the skates and widened. “Are those yours?”

“Vintage,” Alix said gravely. “Limited edition. You, me, the pond. I will go easy on you and only do a triple axel if the spirit moves me.”

“I cannot feel my heels and you want me to do what amounts to dancing on knives,” Grace said, but she was laughing already. “You are out of your mind.”

“I will push you in a chair if you’d like,” Alix said, and felt briefly, painfully transparent because all she wanted was to make this trip good for her. She held out the bowl to display her offering. “My mom’s pecans said I could bribe you.”

“Oh, well, if the pecans insisted,” Grace said, accepting one and closing her eyes for a second as she chewed. “These aren’t weed pecans, right?”

“Unfortunately not. My mom made them this morning and alas, she did not coat them in marijuana.”

Grace chewed, lifting a brow as if considering Alix. “How is your mom so sweet, and you turned out like this?”

“Must have been some kind of genetic mutation,” Alix said.

Grace’s gaze moved from the skates back to Alix’s face, and something tender passed over it. “Hey, you okay?”

Alix felt the answer open in her chest like a window. “Um, yeah. We talked for a moment this morning,” she said. “She told me something about a cancer scare she had in the summer. She’s okay now. But it changed her. I think it changed me a little just hearing it.” She swallowed. “I am glad I came.”

Grace’s hand came out from the blanket and found Alix’s wrist for a second. It was a light touch, careful and steady. “I am glad you did too.”

“And I’m glad you’re here, too.”

“Me too.”

There was a pause that felt like a held note. Alix let herself look at Grace openly, at her pillow-lined cheek and the full curve of her mouth. She wanted to lean down and press her lips to that place where the blanket met Grace’s collarbone, wanted it so much she had to laugh at herself to break the spell.

“All right,” she said, stepping back, cheerful again because she had no choice if she wanted to keep her heart inside her ribs. “Breakfast, bandages, and then the pond. I found a scarf that will make you look like a very chic snow elf.”

“Sold,” Grace said and pushed the blanket aside to swing her legs over the bed, gingerly setting her feet on the rug. She hissed once, then grinned through it. “I can do knives if you can do patience.”

“I can do patience,” Alix said and was surprised by how true it felt. “Come on. Coffee and kindness await.”

The pond looked like something out of a snow globe — glassy, untouched, the morning light spilling gold over the surface. The air had that thin, clean bite that made Alix’s lungs sting in a way she kind of liked. She breathed it in and tried to memorize the sound of Grace laughing nervously behind her.

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Grace said, bundled in Alix’s scarf and gloves, wobbling on her borrowed skates. “I just want to be very clear that if I die, my ghost is haunting you forever.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Alix said.

Grace snorted. “Oh my God. You’re insufferable.”

“Accurate,” Alix said, standing up and testing her balance. “Also, it’s perfectly safe. Matt apparently checked the ice this morning. It’s like six inches thick.”

Grace’s eyes widened. “Is that… enough?”

“Plenty,” Alix assured her. “This isn’t Little Women, Gator. You’re not about to go crashing into an icy grave while I dramatically cry and get consumption.”

“Okay, first of all, Beth March is an angel.” Grace still looked unconvinced, peering at the frozen surface as if she could see the depth of it. Her breath puffed white. She was beautiful — all soft layers and wary eyes — like some city girl who’d wandered straight into a postcard. “Second of all… I’m not sure I have enough health insurance for this.”

“Come on,” Alix coaxed. “You trust me, right?”

Grace hesitated. “That feels like a trick question.”

Alix held out her hand anyway. “Then it’s a leap of faith.”

With a muttered, “God help me,” Grace took her hand.

Her fingers were cold even through the glove, but the squeeze was warm, grounding. Alix guided her one slow step onto the ice. Grace’s legs wobbled instantly, arms flailing for balance.

“Jesus Christ. Oh God. Holy Mary and Joseph.”

“You’re really pulling out all the Catholic stops here.” Alix bit her lip to keep from laughing. “You’re doing great.”

Grace shot her a glare. “I need all the divine intervention I can get.”

Bit by bit, Grace shuffled forward until they were both fully on the pond. The surface gave a steady, creaking groan under their skates — perfectly normal, but Grace froze like she’d heard the first portent of doom.

“That was a crack,” Grace hissed.

“That was the ice saying hi,” Alix said. “It does that. Totally normal. Science.”

“That can’t be real science.”

“Okay, wow, I didn’t take you for a religious nutjob who doesn’t believe in science, Gator,” Alix said. “I mean, I know you’re from Florida, but⁠—”

“I believe in science,” Grace interrupted with a huff. “I just don’t trust familial ponds who haven’t been, like, safety checked.”

Alix couldn’t stop smiling. God, she’d missed this — teasing someone who could match her pace, who made every line of banter feel like a spark tossed into kindling. She glided backward a few feet, arms out, the easy rhythm of skating coming back as natural as breath.

“See? Nothing to it,” she said. “Now come to me.”

Grace blinked at her like she’d just suggested flight. “Come to you? You’re moving away.”

“That’s the fun part,” Alix said, coasting backward, matching her speed to Grace’s hesitant shuffle. “I’ll skate backward, you skate forward. Just look at me, okay? I’ve got you.”

Grace muttered something about her inevitable obituary but took a tentative push forward. Alix kept her eyes locked on her — the stiff shoulders, the tight jaw — until Grace finally found a rhythm.

“That’s it,” Alix encouraged. “You’re doing it.”

“I’m doing it?” Grace’s grin broke out, wide and bright and so proud that Alix’s stomach swooped.

“You’re doing it,” Alix confirmed, laughing.

Grace laughed too — a sharp, delighted sound that cracked open the cold afternoon. It hit Alix square in the chest. She was done for.

They circled the pond once, then again. Each time, Grace’s movements smoothed out, her trust inching closer to real. Every time she looked up at Alix, the world felt like it was spinning a bit faster.

“This isn’t so hard,” Grace said, cheeks pink, dark hair falling loose from her hat as she reached out to take Alix’s hands.

Alix was about to respond when her skate hit a shallow rut in the ice. There was a sharp slip, a yelp, and then everything went sideways.

Grace shrieked. The next thing Alix knew, they were a tangled heap on the ice, her back flat on the freezing surface, Grace sprawled across her, breathless and warm and laughing so hard she couldn’t even apologize.

“Oh my God,” Grace gasped between fits of laughter. “We almost died.”

“Yeah,” Alix wheezed, equally breathless, “and not even by falling through the ice.”

Grace’s laughter quieted, the sound dissolving into short, shivery breaths. Her gloved hands rested on Alix’s chest, and the world narrowed to the press of her, the smell of snow and her perfume, the way her laughter still trembled at the edges.

“Hey,” Alix said quietly. “You okay?”

Grace nodded, her hair falling forward in a dark curtain. “Yeah. Are you?”

She reached up before she could talk herself out of it and tucked a stray lock of Grace’s hair behind her ear. Her fingers brushed skin, warm even in the cold, and Grace went completely still.

The air between them felt electric. A static charge had built up all week and finally found a fuse. Grace’s lips parted slightly, her breath visible between them in small clouds.

Alix’s voice dropped to a whisper as she licked her lips. “Can I… kiss you?”

Grace didn’t answer with words. She just leaned forward, closing the distance in one swift, impossible motion. The kind that made the rest of the world vanish.

The first touch was clumsy and quick, all teeth and laughter and cold noses bumping. Then Grace exhaled against her mouth, and the sound undid her. Alix pushed herself up, holding Grace against her as the world narrowed to that single breath, to the way Grace’s lips yielded against hers. The kiss deepened, still tentative at first, then certain, unguarded, real.

The cold vanished. Alix’s senses flooded. Grace’s gloved fingers tracing her jaw, the faint taste of peppermint lip balm and winter air, the warmth of her body pressed close through too many layers. Every nerve ending seemed newly awake. The dizzy rush in her chest spread through her ribs, down her spine, until even the tips of her fingers felt electric. She pulled Grace to her, greedy for heat, for closeness, for proof.

She’d wanted this for so long, and now it was happening, and she was going to savor every damn second.

Grace made a low-pitched sound against her mouth, somewhere between a laugh and a sigh, and Alix felt it vibrate through both of them. She wanted to memorize everything about this moment. Memorize the weight of Grace’s coat under her palms, her hair brushing Alix’s cheek, and the slow, shivery rhythm of breath shared between them.

When Grace finally pulled back, the air between them crackled, visible in the faint fog of their breathing. Her lips were pink and kiss-swollen, her eyes glassy and bright, and Alix could still feel her everywhere like she was stitched into the wild, racing thrum of her pulse.

“That was…” Grace started, then stopped, smiling like she couldn’t quite believe herself.

“Was it okay?” Alix’s heart thudded against her ribs like it wanted out.

Grace’s grin widened, pure and blinding. “Yes, Alix. It was okay.” She snorted in amusement.

Alix couldn’t stop smiling. Couldn’t do anything but gaze at her, sprawled across her chest, haloed in the pale winter sun. She was giddy, unmoored — the kind of wild joy that made everything else feel like static.

Grace shifted, and Alix reached instinctively, steadying her. Their eyes met again, a silent, tender truce, and something inside Alix settled with a quiet, contented click.

“Come on,” Grace said, breathless but still smiling. “Before we pull an Amy March and fall through this ice.”

“Yeah,” Alix said, still half-dazed. “But for the record, not going to happen.”

Grace laughed again as Alix stood and offered her hand. Grace took it, wobbling back up to her feet.

When Alix glanced down at the ice, their skates had left twin arcs that curved toward each other, meeting right where they’d fallen.

After an early dinner, Alix was hunting through the bathroom cabinet for extra Band-Aids that she swore used to live under the sink when her hand brushed something familiar. A smooth black box, the weight of memory in her palm.

She pulled it out and smiled. “Huh.”

Grace leaned in the doorway, wearing one of Alix’s old sweatshirts that swallowed her down to mid-thigh. She looked comfortable in a way that made Alix’s chest ache.

Alix pulled the shears from the case, light flashing off the silver blades. “Man, these were like the first nice pair I ever bought myself.” She turned them over in her hands, nostalgia curling through her voice. “When I was a teenager, I used to be a receptionist at this tiny salon in town. It was owned by the only gay man I knew back then. He taught me more than cosmetology school ever did. Probably more than most adults ever did, period.”

Grace’s eyes warmed. “He sounds like someone special.”

“He was.” Alix smiled faintly. “I think he moved to Denver when he got married. We lost touch, but sometimes I wonder if he knows how much he changed my life.”

Grace watched as if considering her. Then, quietly, but with that steady spark in her gaze, she said, “Will you cut my hair?”

Alix looked up. “What?”

Grace tucked a strand behind her ear, almost shy. “I’ve had the same haircut since high school. Maybe it’s time for a change. Just… something small. Some layers?”

Alix’s pulse did something ridiculous. She twirled the scissors in her fingers, pretending to think. “You’re serious?”

Grace nodded. “I trust you.”

“Well,” Alix said, squinting at her. “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right.”

Grace sat on the tall barstool at the kitchen counter, leaning back over the sink while Alix adjusted the faucet and tested the temperature with her wrist. “Tell me if it’s too hot.”

“It’s perfect,” Grace said, eyes already half-closed.

Alix ran her fingers through Grace’s hair, wetting it in slow, careful passes. The water made a quiet rhythm against the porcelain. She worked in shampoo and began to massage, her thumbs tracing small circles at the base of Grace’s skull. At her salon back in LA, they had a dedicated hair washing assistant, but she’d always enjoyed how relaxing it felt to give someone a massage.

Grace sighed, the sound quiet and almost fragile. “That feels incredible.”

Alix smiled, watching the way Grace’s shoulders loosened, the way she angled her head just a little more into Alix’s hands. “You’ve earned it.”

Grace’s hands slid up to Alix’s waist. Her touch was tentative at first, then bolder. Her fingers traced the curve of Alix’s hips, the line of her ribs.

Alix’s breath hitched. “You’re very distracting, you know that?”

Grace hummed innocently. “I have no idea what you mean.”

Alix chuckled, leaning over her again, fingertips moving in slow, hypnotic circles against Grace’s scalp. The tension between them felt alive. Not frantic, but steady and electric, like a current passing between them.

They didn’t talk much after that. There didn’t seem to be room for words. Only the sound of water, the scent of citrus, and the steady rise and fall of Grace’s breathing. When Alix finally rinsed the last of the suds away, she wrapped Grace’s hair in a towel, careful not to drip water down her neck.

Grace blinked up at her, a little dazed. “I think I might’ve ascended.”

Alix grinned. “That’s the deluxe package.”

She draped a towel over Grace’s shoulders, clipping it at the neck with a chip bag clip. Grace laughed, the sound bright and close. “Official stylist gear, huh?”

“I’m nothing if not resourceful,” Alix said, combing through her hair. The strands slid like silk between her fingers.

Grace sat still, the air between them sparking with the electricity of their kiss. “I can hear you thinking,” she said quietly.

“Just deciding where to start. You have such gorgeous, thick hair. It’s a dream.”

“Thank you, I think?” Grace said.

Alix sectioned off the first bit of hair and made the first cut. The blades whispered. Tiny pieces of dark hair fell onto the towel.

Grace’s stunning hazel eyes looked up at her as she combed through another section. “You look serious.”

“I always look serious with scissors,” Alix said. “They demand respect.”

“There’s a scissoring joke in there somewhere,” Grace quipped, her voice lowering.

Alix grinned. “We have one kiss and you’re already thinking of scissoring,” she teased.

“Your username was Scissorsaurus. I thought of scissoring almost immediately, for the record,” Grace said.

Alix paused, leaning down to press a quick kiss to Grace’s lips. “You keep talking like that and you’re ending up with less than half of a haircut,” she warned.

Grace grinned but gave her a small nod. “Okay, I’ll behave until you’re done.”

Alix worked slowly, the way she always did when she was cutting hair for someone she cared about. Grace’s eyes were half-lidded, a small, content smile tugging at her mouth. Every time their gazes met, something inside Alix went light.

It was almost silent. Snip, comb, the faint scrape of metal, the kind of quiet that felt intimate rather than empty. When Alix brushed a strand away from Grace’s face, her fingers grazed skin, and Grace’s breath hitched just a little.

When the last strand fell, Alix dusted off Grace’s shoulders and worked some product into her hands, hand-styling the face-framing pieces into place. She stepped back and said, “Okay. Bathroom mirror viewing party.”

They walked together to the bathroom. Grace leaned in, fingertips combing through the new layers. It wasn’t a big change, but it was enough to soften her face. To make her look a little more herself. But her expression shifted as she looked, eyes shining with something quiet and deep.

“I feel really pretty,” she said, so low it was barely audible.

Alix’s throat tightened. “You are,” she said. Then, even quieter, “You’re stunning.”

Grace turned to her, eyes glistening. “You really think so?”

“I do.”

The space between them shrank until there was nothing left to bridge. It wasn’t the frantic, frozen pond kind of kiss. This was slower, deeper, anchored in the hum of the house around them. Grace’s hands slid into Alix’s hair, pulling her closer until Alix had no choice but to wrap her arms around her in return.

The taste of mint tea and warmth. The faint scratch of towel fibers between them. The low, surprised sound Grace made when Alix’s hand found her waist.

When they finally broke apart, they both looked stunned, like the world had shifted and they were still finding their footing.

Grace’s phone buzzed on the counter.

They froze, still close enough that Alix could feel the tension through Grace’s body.

“It’s the airline,” Grace said, attention on the screen.

Alix blinked, disoriented.

Grace answered the phone, listening and agreeing with whatever she was hearing, and it was all Alix could do to not tug her closer again, pull that sweatshirt over her head, and pick her up to sit on the bathroom counter. She forced herself to take a step back.

“That was the baggage people,” Grace said, her voice shaky. She cleared her throat, trying for composure. “They’re delivering my bag tonight.”

“Oh,” Alix said, forcing her brain to catch up. “That’s kind of late, but good.”

Grace nodded, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yeah. Really good.”

For a long, quiet second, neither of them moved. Grace’s hair gleamed in the bathroom light, layered and soft, like Alix’s touch still lived in it.

Then, Helen’s voice cut through the moment: “Alexandra, don’t you dare leave this hair in here.”

Alix and Grace burst into hysterical giggles, and Grace’s hand slipped into Alix’s, so easy and familiar.

“Come on, let’s go clean up the kitchen salon,” Alix said, leading the way.


Chapter Twenty-Three



GRACE

Kissing Alix was instantly addictive. It was all Grace could think about while she sat at the counter and watched Helen make tea and Alix sweep the floor. Absentmindedly running her fingers through the silky ends of her hair, she couldn’t stop thinking about Alix’s blunt nails against her scalp. Of how much better they’d feel digging into her back.

Alix seemed to sense her thoughts, because she shot her a glance while she emptied the dustbin into the trash. The way she’d moistened her lips had been subtle, but Grace felt the lust in her gaze like confident fingers unbuttoning her jeans.

She was back on the ice with Alix’s kiss on her lips. It was like no first kiss she’d ever had before. It wasn’t just electric and hot and worth risking her life for, it was deep and meaningful and stirred to life something in her body she feared dead.

If she spent the rest of her life on cold, wet ice, she’d be happy if it meant having Alix right beside her. Well… under her. Her thoughts drifted further than a kiss. She wondered what it would’ve been like to pull off her gloves. To slide her hand inside Alix’s shirt and steal her warmth. To drown in her.

The sound of Helen’s phone buzzing against the counter made a guilty Grace jump. While Helen answered it, she checked her own phone. Her luggage was supposed to be delivered any minute.

“Calm down, Susan. Of course you can come here,” Helen said into her phone while she steeped the chamomile. “Yes, yes. No, you’re right, that’s awful.” Helen rolled her eyes at Grace as if to say I’d stage a kidnapping to get off this call. “You have Bobbi and Whitney with you too, that’s wonderful.”

At the sound of the unusual, or rather infamous, name combo, Grace looked up from her screen to find Alix. “Pets?” she mouthed silently to her.

Alix, face luminous while she struggled not to laugh in front of her mother, shook her head. “Twin human girls,” she mouthed back slowly as if for dramatic effect.

When Grace’s eyes widened in secondhand embarrassment, Alix nodded. Her response made Grace guess that the family had warned them against those selections, but whoever Susan was had clearly been undeterred.

“Well.” Helen sighed when she hung up. “My youngest sister is coming.” She looked between Alix and Grace. “With her husband and two kids.”

“Mom, they’re twenty years old,” Alix said with a chuckle.

“And they are still their children, Alexandra,” Helen countered, but Grace registered her amusement. “Strange as they are,” she muttered before snapping back to the task. “Grace, honey, I’m so sorry to ask this of you, but apparently my brother-in-law had quite the blowout with his family. Would you be terribly inconvenienced if we played a little musical beds?”

“No, of course not.” Grace’s heart hammered with a forming possibility. “I am happy to sleep on the couch.”

Helen reached for the honey, the gears in her head visibly whirling. “I’m going to have to put Matt on the couch,” she said, gaze unfocused while she thought. “My brother-in-law has a bad back, so there is unfortunately no place for him but the room you’re in now. It has the best mattress.” She stirred honey into the tea. “The twins can stay in Matt’s room. No one over thirty can sleep on that futon.” She looked up at Alix. “That leaves the daybed and trundle.”

Grace began, “What about the rule against⁠—”

Alix shot Grace a look that turned the air solid and pointed. All at once, Grace understood the term shooting daggers. The sharp gaze had quieted her like a blade to the throat. The warning came too late.

Helen smirked. “I thought you weren’t a couple.”

Grace opened her mouth, but Alix was already talking.

“We’re not,” Alix replied. “Not girlfriends or anything like that,” she added, overselling the innocent act Helen was openly not buying.

Helen turned her sights to Grace. Grace who had never been able to lie, but she’d trained hundreds of clients to answer only the limited call of the question.

“We’re not a couple,” Grace confirmed because it was true, even though her body was still buzzing from their kiss.

She waited for Helen to ask a follow-up question. To ask about her intentions or desires or plans for the future. To notice the very specific nature of her question and expand it to all variations that would capture the heart of concern. But then headlights coming up the drive cut their conversation short.

“Is that finally your stuff?” Alix’s dark eyes glistened like she’d tip the driver three hundred percent for the interruption. She grabbed Grace by the wrist and led her toward the door as if she didn’t trust Grace not to talk them out of a good thing. “You probably have to show your ID.”

Helen laughed as they walked out, and Grace was sure that she already knew about the kiss. Knew more than Grace did.

“Yeah? Then why does she need you?” Helen shouted after them.

“Moral support,” Alix replied over her shoulder.

It was Grace’s turn to laugh, her body vibrating at an entirely new frequency. She was still adjusting to the sudden change in sleep arrangements when Alix pulled open the door. Opened it not to Grace’s luggage, but to a family of four.

In a blur of greetings and raised voices, Grace met Susan and Steve and their unfortunately named kids who did not speak a single word. They just kind of stared like foreign exchange students from Saturn who were displeased with Earth’s flora and fauna.

Alix transferred Grace’s things, few as they were, to her room. The moment it was socially acceptable to do so, Alix made a big deal about Grace’s feet, which were significantly better, and raced upstairs. Grace was about to put her phone on Alix’s charger when it buzzed in her hand.

“Oh, you’re fucking kidding me,” Grace groaned before she’d finished reading the notification.

“What?” Alix’s attention shot up from where she’d grabbed her toothbrush.

“Apparently they had so many bags to deliver, they’re not getting to mine tonight.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “They have guaranteed it will be here first thing tomorrow.”

It wasn’t just that she wanted to wear her own clothes. All the presents she’d brought were in there, and she couldn’t imagine the horror of having nothing to offer. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and she’d lost hope that her bags would ever find her.

“Shit. I’m sorry.” Alix appeared at her side, hand on her lower back. “How can I help?”

Grace opened her eyes to find Alix looking at her. She’d never met anyone with richer, more expressive eyes. Never known anyone who looked at her like they saw her every single time. Like she was the only thing worthy of their attention.

Grace shrugged. Despite the hum of conversation downstairs making it clear that everyone was still down there — even Alix’s dad, who only seemed to care about sports and building incredibly complicated ships in bottles, which Alix described as his one true love — Grace spoke quietly. “You have no right to be this sweet and smart and sexy.”

Alix turned Grace toward her to rest her hands on Grace’s hips. “Oh, yeah? Tell me more about how much you like me.”

Grace laughed, wrapping her arms around Alix’s neck. When Grace scratched the short hair at the back of her neck, Alix closed her eyes as if indulging in the sensation. “You’re okay, I guess,” she joked.

Alix chuckled but didn’t open her eyes. “Just okay?” She pulled Grace flush against her, strong arms holding her so tight that Grace didn’t know how she’d survive when Alix let go. “Maybe I can do something to up that very mid review.”

Running her fingers through Alix’s hair, Grace craned her neck upward. When Alix’s lips met hers, it wasn’t like their first kiss. It wasn’t the startling pop of an ember escaping the fireplace. An unexpected spark that singed where it landed. It was a controlled burn, targeted and hot. A fire set to cleanse. To clear old, dead brush and nourish the soil to make way for new growth.

Grace parted her lips and drew Alix in deeper. Let Alix’s confident hands on her hips and searing mouth burn away her fear of getting hurt. Let it create an inferno that trapped her in the right now and blocked her worries for the future.

Circling her waist, Alix’s hands splayed over her lower back were intoxicating. And then she nipped at Grace’s bottom lip to test her handle on containment.

“So, when’s the first time you thought about kissing me?” She brushed her lips over Grace’s jaw, and it was all Grace could do to contain an embarrassing moan.

Grace chuckled, fingers getting greedy in Alix’s soft hair while she pressed her closer. “Who says I ever thought about it before?”

“No?” Alix’s smile against her neck was a match to gasoline. “I guess I’m the only one. I’ll have to leave an offering to the icy pond nymphs that dropped you on me.” Her warm mouth on the curve of Grace’s neck sent heat rushing over her skin only to collect low in her belly.

“How long have you wanted to?” The question was a little more gasp than Grace intended.

Alix moved them back a few steps until the dresser’s rounded edge pressed into Grace’s back. Until her thigh slipped easily between Grace’s legs, and Grace shifted to open them wider. To beckon Alix closer.

“I don’t know.” Alix’s lips were so delicate when they ghosted over Grace’s ravenous mouth. “When did you take me to that Cuban food speakeasy?” She grinned, and Grace’s pulse responded with an enthusiastic flutter. “Or there was that time you looked like magic when you were dancing.” She skimmed over Grace’s back, leaving rippling heat in her wake. “Although panicking over a little accidental special brownie was pretty adorable.” She kissed her again, deep and full and devastating. “God, and when you jumped in the pool in that fucking shirt… I thought I was going to faint just looking at you.”

Alix gripped Grace’s waist so hard, Grace was sure she was going to pick her up and throw her on top of the dresser. Desire roaring, Grace couldn’t stop wanting that. Wanting Alix.

Closing her eyes, Grace reimagined the moment in the pool. Imagined having given in to what she wanted. Having known the mesmerizing taste of Alix’s lips sooner.

A roar of sudden laughter made Grace jump. She was back in the present. In her body. In the realization that they were in Alix’s parents’ house and about to be sharing the guest bathroom with Susan and Steve.

“We should, um, get ready for bed,” Grace’s voice was low and husky and revealing that the last thing she wanted to do was let Alix go.

After another lingering kiss, like Alix didn’t remember how they functioned apart either, she stepped back with a pained sigh. “Okay,” Alix agreed, like she still wasn’t sold.

Grace changed in the bathroom, her nervous system still brighter than the Christmas tree on Main Street. She laughed to herself while she brushed her teeth and wondered what other Hallmark hallucinations awaited on Christmas Day. She pulled on her borrowed nightgown, which was warm if not extremely unflattering: high-necked and long-sleeved and flannel.

When she returned to the room, Alix was fiddling with the trundle she’d raised but sat two inches lower than the daybed. She looked up when Grace walked in and immediately started laughing.

“Oh, my God. What did my mom do to you?” Alix rushed toward her to get a better look, petting the shoulders of the flannel nightdress as if a calming touch might make it look better.

Biting back her own laughter, Grace looked down at the garment that had kept her pretty cozy. “Probably making sure I don’t inspire a single lustful thought in another human being.”

“It’s a crime to put you in this.” Alix rendered her verdict with sparkling joy. “Here, wear something of mine.” She produced a worn-looking Brynn Marshall tour T-shirt that would look significantly sexier on Grace than Prairie wife cosplay.

The sound of footsteps climbing up the stairs like a stampede made Grace decline the offer. A boner-killer was definitely the right choice in a crowded familial home.

Engaging her struggling willpower, Grace stayed in the chastity dress. While Alix washed up, she took over trying to figure out how to raise the trundle. By the time Alix was back, it was flush against the daybed and Grace had sat on it to test whether she’d locked it in place.

“Smart and handy?” Alix grinned, but all Grace could see was Alix’s legs in boxer shorts. Muscular from skateboarding every day, the lines that cut up Alix’s quads were so tempting to touch. The edges of tattoos she so desperately wanted to see.

“Now, where were we?” Alix turned the light off and crossed the room toward her.

The weight of Alix’s lips and the scent of her skin was a potent combination. Grace leaned back and pulled Alix on top of her. She managed a single hungry swipe of her tongue with Alix’s thigh pressing against her when their combined weight shifted.

With a loud, metallic crunch, the trundle dropped three inches. Fingers digging into Alix’s back, Grace buried her face in Alix’s neck to muffle her own laughter.

“Is every surface we kiss on going to be hazardous?” Alix joked, but Grace had felt her jump and knew that it had startled her too.

“Maybe your mom booby-trapped the room to make sure we don’t follow the Roberts path.”

Gracefully, Alix climbed off her and onto the daybed. “There’s room up here for two if we get close enough,” she said like she was offering the most reasonable bargain.

Temptation turned Grace’s nightgown into a sweltering prison. If she gave in just a little, there would be no stopping them from going too far.

“I promise to be a gentleman,” Alix said with a husky voice meant to make bad ideas sound good.

“Just for, like, a minute,” Grace said because no one could withstand this kind of test.

As soon as they were both on the small daybed, Grace knew it was a mistake. They were so close, and Alix felt so good.

“See?” Alix murmured against Grace’s ear. “Plenty of room.” She draped her arm around Grace and pulled her in until they were flush against each other, and Grace forgot how to breathe. How to do anything but wrestle with unstoppable desire. “I still think you’d look better in my clothes,” she whispered before kissing a line down Grace’s sensitive neck.

Grace imagined how sexy Alix would look peeling off her shirt. Imagined the press of her bare skin against hers.

“I think the nightgown is for the best,” she whispered, hands in Alix’s hair.

“Why’s that?” Alix’s hand was electric where it followed the curve of Grace’s hip.

“Where do you think all of my underwear is?”

Alix’s hand stopped moving, but the stillness was even more intense than her touch. Alix let out a sound that was somewhere between a curse and a groan.

“Grace,” Alix breathed in a voice so pained, it rocked Grace’s body with another pang of desire. She shifted, rolling them so Grace was on her back and Alix was hovering over her, lips and body so tempting. “You cannot say things like that to me right now.”

Grace should have said good night and gotten into her own bed, but she parted her legs so Alix’s hips slipped between them instead, nightgown riding up her thighs. Alix’s hips instinctively rocked forward, a slow, deliberate press against Grace that sent a bolt of molten heat straight through her. Grace arched into it, a desperate, silent plea for more.

A voice boomed in their room like Susan was standing at the open door. “Steve, have you seen my melatonin? You know I won’t sleep without it! It’s bad enough that I…” Her voice trailed away.

They froze while the footsteps grew fainter and a door closed somewhere in the hallway. Alix was going to return to their kiss, but Grace put her hand on her cheek.

“If we can hear them⁠—”

“Then they can hear us,” Alix agreed, finishing Grace’s thought with a resigned sigh. She collapsed onto Grace, burying her face in the crook of her neck with a groan of profound frustration. “Yeah…” she mumbled into Grace’s skin.

For a long moment, they just lay there, breathing each other in, the frantic energy slowly bleeding out into a painful ache. Alix pushed herself up onto her elbows, her eyes dark with regret.

“Okay,” she said, her voice raspy. “Okay. New plan.” Her gaze flickered down, then back up to Grace’s eyes. “My hands are quiet.”

The offer was raw, desperate, and so tempting that it made Grace’s stomach clench. A simple, physical release. It would be so easy. But it wasn’t what Grace wanted. Or rather not how she wanted it.

She reached up, thumb stroking Alix’s jaw when she cupped her face. She didn’t know how to say what she meant without sounding dramatic, but she didn’t want the first time she had Alix like this to be so quiet. To be in the dark. To be a secret in any way.

“I want this,” Grace confessed, hand skimming Alix’s throat and stopping at her chest where her heart beat wildly against Grace’s palm. Where it matched the same frantic rhythm of her pulse. “I want you in every way you want to give yourself to me, and I don’t want to be quiet about it.”

In the low light, Alix’s slow, beautiful smile was barely visible. But even if Grace couldn’t see it clearly, she felt it like the sun warming her skin.

“We’ll have time. I promise. We’ll make time.” Alix leaned in again, but when she kissed her this time, it was a deep, soul-shattering kiss that promised a thousand future moments without restraint. And then they lay there, tangled in each other, sharing the exquisite agony of unsated desire.

When Alix reached for her hand, intertwining their fingers, something other than lust roared to life. The gentle touch had triggered every survival instinct, but for the first time in a long time, the desire to know what came next was infinitely stronger than the fear of getting hurt. She squeezed Alix’s hands, and the disaster scenarios stopped their targeted assault.


Chapter Twenty-Four



ALIX

The drive into town felt like a secret. The world outside had gone downy and white, the roads lined with snowdrifts that caught the glow of headlights and Christmas lights alike. Grace cradled a travel mug of hot cocoa in her hands, steam curling up toward the windshield. The radio hummed low, Mariah Carey crooning the holiday anthem. Christmas light drives were one of Alix’s favorite Christmas traditions. She’d grown up with them, had even wrangled Phyllis into it a few times.

They’d had a quiet day, taking a long outdoor walk around Alix’s old haunts near the house. Alix had tried to get Grace on one of the horses, but Grace hadn’t been so keen on the idea, so Alix hadn’t pressed it. They’d have time. They’d be back, someday.

They’d spent an hour or so helping Helen prep Christmas dinner, then spent most of the afternoon lazing around the living room with the rest of the family watching Elf, which was Alix’s favorite, and The Grinch, Grace’s favorite. Helen had demanded The Holiday, which was Alix’s secret second favorite, not that she’d ever admit to being such a softie in front of anyone but Grace.

After dinner, Alix had the grand idea of driving around to look at Christmas lights, and the parents had gratefully shooed them out so they could play Hand and Foot in peace.

“Confession,” Alix said, one hand on the wheel, the other sneaking across the center console until it brushed Grace’s. “I used to think this song was about unrequited love. Like, tragic torch-song energy.”

Grace smiled, turning their hands palm to palm, their fingers fitting together like the last piece of a puzzle. “And now?”

“Now I think it’s about manifesting.” Alix glanced over, grinning. “You just sing it loud enough, and the universe delivers. Voila, Christmas.”

“Dangerous philosophy,” Grace teased, but her thumb stroked the back of Alix’s hand in lazy circles that made it impossible to focus on the road.

They drove through Old Town Fort Collins, where every tree was wrapped in lights and every storefront glowed in warm yellows, blinking reds, the occasional stubborn strand of blue. The Ace Hardware store had a blow-up Santa wrestling a reindeer, and the Mugs sign blinked OPEN in time with the music.

They sipped cocoa, their fingers still twined between them, the hum of the heater and the Christmas playlist wrapping the truck in something that felt dangerously close to peace.

At a red light, Alix snuck another look at her. Grace was watching the lights, eyes wide, the reflection of festivity moving over her face. She looked like someone caught mid-wish.

And just when the moment tipped from sweet to something heavier — something that might’ve ended in another kiss — a voice from the back seat shattered the spell.

“So, hey,” Matt said, leaning forward between them. “Two things. Can we turn down the heat? And then can we hit that house off Mulberry with the synchronized light show? The one that has the radio station?”

Alix startled so hard her foot slipped from the brake and the truck lurched for a moment. “Sweet baby Jesus, Matt, I almost forgot you were back there.” She held a hand to her chest.

“Yeah,” Grace said, clutching her cup and trying not to laugh. “Me too.”

In the rearview mirror, Matt gave an unimpressed frown, flanked by Bobbi and Whitney, who were both silent and wearing identical beanies that read LET IT SNOW. They stared straight ahead, serene and unbothered, each holding a thermos like they were part of some small-town caroling cult.

“Are they okay?” Grace whispered, leaning toward Alix.

“They’re fine,” Alix whispered back. “I’m pretty sure they’re telepathic.”

“Mm-hmm,” Matt said from the back. “We can all hear you.”

Grace bit her lip to stifle a laugh, squeezing Alix’s hand again.

Alix smiled, eyes on the glowing road ahead.

Outside, the next house came into view — a two-story blaze of synchronized lights flickering perfectly to the beat of “Snowed In With You.”

Snowed in with you, nothing else to do, but love you till the morning comes.

The firelight’s low, the world’s in the snow, and time forgets what it was.

“I’ve always loved this song,” Grace admitted. “I know it’s so popular, but I think it might be my favorite.”

“Mine too, actually,” Alix said. She leaned into Grace’s shoulder, and for a moment, even with Matt’s running commentary and the twins’ unnerving silence, it felt like the happiest kind of weird.

Alix used to leap out of bed as a kid on Christmas morning, desperate to see what Santa brought. She and Matt would wake up before dawn some years, bouncing with excitement from their assigned places on the couch designated to keep them away from ripping into every present immediately.

This year was even better. She woke to Grace’s arm draped over her waist, the pale morning light seeping through the curtains, and the faint sound of people downstairs. For a few precious seconds, she didn’t move. She just breathed, slow and quiet, and listened to the small sounds Grace made in her sleep. A sigh. A shift of the blanket. The brush of her toes against Alix’s shin.

The late-night arrival of Grace’s luggage felt like a fever dream. She’d called it a Christmas miracle, hugging the suitcase like a lost family member, and then they’d both stayed up too late talking and laughing in the glow of the fireplace until they’d finally crawled into bed, fully clothed, too tired to think about boundaries or implications.

Now, with the world hushed and wrapped in snow, Alix leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss to Grace’s forehead. “Merry Christmas,” she whispered.

Grace’s eyes opened slowly, warm and a little blurry with sleep. “Merry Christmas,” she echoed, her voice gravelly. She pressed her mouth to Alix’s, tightly closed. “Sorry, I have morning breath.”

Alix smirked. “Yeah, but I’m counting on the peppermint schnapps we drank last night to even it out.”

Grace laughed, low and quiet, and stretched, her leg brushing against Alix’s. “Scientific method at its finest.”

“Obviously.”

Grace snorted. “That’s not how that works.”

For a beat, neither moved. Then Grace shifted closer, nose brushing Alix’s cheek, her breath warm against her skin. The moment thickened, the air heavy with the kind of quiet that hummed. Grace’s hand slid from Alix’s waist to her hip, fingertips curling through the fabric of her shirt. Alix’s pulse kicked. She could feel Grace’s heartbeat, fast and sure, syncing with her own.

“I think everyone’s downstairs,” Alix murmured, her voice unsteady in the best way. “If we wanted to, you know, take a moment to…”

Grace’s lips curved into a wicked smile. “Trust me, I do want that,” she said, and then added, too sweetly, “but I have the perfect presents for everyone. I am not missing Christmas morning just to get laid.”

Alix gasped in mock horror. “Wow. Romance really is dead.”

Grace laughed, low and warm. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it up to you.”

They dissolved into laughter that felt too easy, too good. The kind of morning she’d forgotten existed. Alix watched as Grace stretched, yawned, and finally climbed out of bed.

“Wait,” Alix said suddenly. “Before we go downstairs, I, uh, I wanted to give you my present in private.”

Grace looked up, eyes curious. “You do? Alix, I just told you⁠—”

“It’s a real present,” Alix said with a laugh. “I just want it to not be like… I just don’t want you to laugh, and I don’t want to explain it to my mom, and… I just…” She shifted nervously on the bed.

Grace pressed a hand to her chest. “I’d never laugh at anything you gave me, ever.”

Alix reached under the nightstand and pulled out a thin, awkwardly wrapped bundle. The wrapping job was imperfect, to say the least. She’d clearly missed that lesson in the Helen Wolf School of Gift-Giving. She handed it over with butterflies in her stomach.

Grace smiled, looking down at the doodles covering the front — tiny hearts, coffee cups, and scissors.

“Don’t get too excited,” Alix said, rubbing the back of her neck. “I ran out of ribbon and self-restraint.” She’d finished the present only yesterday, adding details until the last possible second, and then wrapped it in secret after excusing herself during White Christmas.

Grace tore it open carefully, revealing a small hand-bound zine. Made from cardstock and staples, its cover was collaged with pictures and doodles. Across the front, in a combination of bold black marker and magazine letter cutouts, it read:

THE BREAKUP BUDDIES FIELD GUIDE TO SURVIVAL

Compiled & Illustrated by A. Wolf, Certified Dumbass

Grace blinked, then started laughing. “You did not.”

“Oh, I absolutely did.” Alix leaned forward, elbows on her knees, grinning nervously. “It’s a limited edition. Only one copy exists. Probably for good reason.”

Alix held her breath as Grace flipped it open, immediately met with a cartoon drawing of the two of them on a boat in the River Styx, Alix as Charon and Grace sitting with a tiny alligator in her lap.

The next page was a fake Yelp review of Alix’s heartbreak connoisseur services.

Then, a magazine cover of Esquire with Grace on the cover, wearing a medal that proudly said WORLD’S BEST GATOR.

It went on in that fashion, including a page with magazine cutouts of a jar of olives and glittery fangs from their first pantry FaceTime. On a page titled How to Survive a Miami Thanksgiving Without Dying (of Tummy Aches or Unexpected Pool Dips), Alix had doodled the two of them holding cafecitos and giving thumbs-ups while Baby sat at their feet. Grace snorted, covering her mouth.

“Oh my God, Alix.”

“It’s insane, I know. And it only gets worse.”

Each page was a snapshot of their story — inside jokes, disasters, tender moments disguised as comedy.

Avoid brownies unless supervised.

Don’t text the lawyer after midnight unless you want feelings.

Snow boots are not optional, even if you’re hot.

And then Grace reached the last page.

It wasn’t a cartoon. It was a printed photograph — grainy, imperfect, taken through a window. The two of them standing outside in Miami, mid-laugh, Alix’s head thrown back, Grace looking at her like she’d already decided.

Alix looked down at the photograph as an idea sparked in her mind. “Ah, wait, I just realized it needs one more thing.” She grabbed a pen and leaned over Grace to write around the edges of the photograph: Field Guide Update: Survival achieved. Next mission — see where this thing goes.

She caught Grace’s eye, her own cheeks warm with the kind of embarrassment of giving someone a gift that felt like a piece of your heart.

Grace didn’t speak for a long moment. The laughter that had bubbled so easily just seconds before softened into something that made Alix’s heart trip over itself.

“This is…” Grace swallowed hard, running her thumb along the photo’s edge. “Alix, this is the best thing anyone’s ever made for me.”

Alix shrugged, trying for casual and failing spectacularly. “I know it’s ridiculous, but⁠—”

“No, I love it,” Grace said, her impossibly beautiful hazel eyes glinting.

The word hung heavy between them. Powerful and passionate. “I’m glad you like it,” Alix finally said, her voice cracking with emotion as she laced their hands together again, lifting Grace’s fingers to her lips. “I wanted to make a record of this. Proof that our friendship, and whatever else we may have, is something worth remembering.”

Helen’s voice rang up from the kitchen, something about lollygagging and Irish coffees and not letting the cinnamon rolls burn, and the spell of the moment shimmered but didn’t break.

Alix’s heart kicked against her ribs as she leaned in to kiss Grace again, but the door swung open with a dramatic bang. Paul sat in the doorway, expectant.

“Oh my God, did Mom send you?” Alix chastised the cat.

“My present for you is already wrapped under the tree,” Grace said. “Do you want me to go get it? It’s sentimental but it’s not… private.”

“I will proudly open it in public, then. I know you’re dying give the crew your perfect presents,” Alix said, grinning.

“I really am,” Grace confessed, standing as she pulled Alix to her feet. She leaned in and kissed Alix, a quick, familiar press of intimacy that felt like they’d kissed a thousand times. “Thank you again for the zine. It’s perfect.”

“You’re perfect,” Alix said, touching her forehead to Grace’s as her hands slid up the arms of silky pajama set she’d actually packed herself.

“Girls, Matt is about to pee his fucking pants waiting for you to come open these fucking presents,” Susan yelled, resulting in another round of hysterical laughter as they finally left the sanctuary of their private room.

Susan was already perched on the couch beside her husband, Steve, both nursing mugs of coffee. The twins, Whitney and Bobbi, sat cross-legged on the rug in matching plaid pajamas, faces buried in their phones like synchronized scrolling was an Olympic sport.

“About time!” Helen called, setting down a tray of cinnamon rolls. “Santa nearly gave up on you two.”

Alix shrugged. “I was giving her my gift.”

Matt snorted. “I bet you were.”

Alix flipped him off.

Her dad was by the fireplace, already dressed after feeding the horses. He gave Grace a small wave that somehow still radiated warmth. “Morning,” he said, voice gravel and honey.

Grace smiled. “Merry Christmas.”

“Sit, sit,” Helen said, flapping a dish towel. “I made coffee. And cocoa for the twins, because apparently our family genetics went wrong somewhere and they don’t like coffee.”

“Say, thank you Aunt Helen,” Susan prompted the girls.

“Thanks, Aunt Helen,” the twins mumbled in eerie unison.

Grace sat beside Alix on the couch, close enough that their thighs brushed. Alix couldn’t stop the small, stupid grin tugging at her mouth. She’d missed this kind of morning. Missed the noise, the teasing, the way the house itself seemed to hum with life. And watching Grace in the middle of it, calm and shining and effortlessly fitting in, made something in her chest twist.

Presents began in the usual Wolf family chaos with paper flying, Helen trying to take photos on her phone but kept somehow locking the screen, Mick muttering “that’s nice” to every gift like a quiet spell of approval.

Then Grace stood, brushing a bit of ribbon off her lap. “I, um… actually brought a few things.”

“Grace, you didn’t need to—” Helen started.

“I wanted to,” Grace said, voice warm but sure. She handed Helen a carefully wrapped box tied with gold string. “This one’s for you.”

Helen opened it and went still. Inside was a small Instax camera with multiple rolls of film. “For instantly keeping memories,” Grace explained. Along with the camera was a small wooden frame with room for one picture, engraved with Wolf Family Christmas.

Alix looked on in wonder. She’d never considered such a good gift for her own mother before. She’d gotten the woman socks for the last ten years.

“Oh, honey,” Helen said, touching the glass. “It’s perfect.”

“I was hoping this Christmas would be one to remember. I can take the photo of your family for the frame after we get done, if you’d like,” Grace said.

Helen’s eyes shone. “You’re going to make me cry before coffee. And also, we’ll get Susan to take it. You’re not getting out of the family photo, darlin’.”

Grace’s smile turned momentarily shy. She turned to Mick. “And for you…”

He unwrapped a small, handmade leather wallet. Inside, neatly tucked into one slot, was a gift card to a hobby store.

“For your bottle ships,” Grace said.

Mick looked at it for a long moment. Alix held her breath, suddenly worried about what he might say. Her father was a man of very, very few words. Then, quietly he exhaled and smiled. “That’s real good, kiddo. Thank you.”

“Of course,” Grace said.

Alix’s heart did a full, swooping flip. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her father look that moved, and certainly not by anyone outside the family.

Then came Matt’s turn. Grace handed him a small square box. “You were hard to shop for, but Alix said you were into music.”

He ripped the paper off, revealing a sleek set of guitar strings and a patch for his denim jacket embroidered with a howling wolf. “Dude,” he said, grinning. “That’s sick.”

Alix snorted. “I’ll have you all know I suggested nothing. She just has psychic-level good taste.”

Grace’s cheeks reddened. “I just wanted to make sure you all know how thankful I am to be here. Alix, here’s yours.”

Grace handed her a box, perfectly wrapped with forty-five-degree corner folds. Alix’s insides swooped like they were on a roller coaster.

She opened the wrapping carefully, only because it felt wrong to rip Grace’s hard work. The box was plain, and she popped it open to find a custom painted moka pot, designed to look like their mornings in Aunt Sylvia’s backyard with palm trees and a tangerine and raspberry sunrise. Very subtle doodles of scissors lined the bottom half, and near the handle was a tiny hand-drawn gator next to a sketch of Baby. There was also a matching mug and a jar of Cuban coffee.

“This is stunning,” Alix said.

“What is it?” Helen asked.

“When we were in Miami, Grace taught me how to make Cuban coffee using this, a cafetera, and it was basically the best thing I’ve ever tasted,” Alix explained.

Grace was beaming. “She was a quick learner. She even taught the dog.”

Everyone looked mildly confused for a moment until Grace clapped with an idea. “We can make it for everyone,” she said excitedly.

Alix wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in to kiss the hair over her temple. “Thank you, Grace. This is perfect.”

“Okay,” Helen said, dabbing at her eyes with a napkin. “That’s it. She’s one of us. No take-backs.”

“Agreed,” Susan said cheerfully, lifting her coffee mug. “Cheers to finally having a lawyer in the family.”

“Cheers,” Steve echoed.

The twins looked up for half a second. “Cheers,” they said in perfect monotone before going back to their screens.

Alix laughed, warmth blooming through her chest. She gave Grace a squeeze, murmuring near her ear, “You’re showing me up, Gator.”

Grace leaned back just enough to whisper, “Just rising to the occasion.”

A camera flash startled Alix, and she glanced up to see that her mom was using her new Instax, pointed directly at them as a photo printed out. “So cute,” her mom was murmuring.

“I’m going to have to add more pages to the zine,” Alix said, holding the small polaroid photo in her hand as the image developed, revealing a picture of the two of them speaking low and close, nothing else existing in the world.

When the wrapping paper had finally stopped flying and cafecitos had been delivered and gushed over — her dad had requested a second cup — Helen clapped her hands together. “All right, before anyone disappears, it’s family picture time!”

Alix groaned. “Mom, it’s, like, eight in the morning.”

“It’s my gift,” Helen said. “Susan, press that small button.”

Susan, halfway through a cinnamon roll, sighed but stood up. “Everyone squeeze in. You know how she gets.”

Mick rolled his eyes and stayed seated in his armchair. “If I move, I’ll lose the good coffee light.”

“You’ll survive,” Helen said. “Grace, honey, come on, you too.”

Grace blinked from her spot on the couch. “Oh, no, really, I can take it⁠—”

“Nope.” Helen waved her over like a general. “You’re family now, and we have the documentation to prove it.”

Grace looked startled but smiled. “I… okay.”

She slid to stand beside Alix, and Alix automatically wrapped an arm around her waist. The warmth of Grace’s side pressed against her, her hair brushing Alix’s cheek. She smelled like coffee and the vanilla lotion from her bag, and Alix had to remind herself to keep breathing.

“Closer,” Susan said from behind the camera. “This thing has a tiny frame. Everyone pretend you like each other.”

“Pretend?” Alix muttered.

Susan laughed. “On three. One, two⁠—”

“Wait, Paul’s not in it!” Grace said, scooping up the cat.

Paul meowed, unimpressed, as he was held up like a baby.

“Perfect,” Helen said. “Now smile before he bites someone.”

The camera clicked.

Afterward, Grace stepped back, cheeks pink from laughter, brushing a bit of cat hair from her sweater. “Thank you,” she said to Helen. “For letting me be in the picture.”

Helen squeezed her hand. “Oh, sweetheart, you were already in it. We just made it official.”

Alix didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. Not without giving herself away. But when Grace looked at her, smiling that small, shy smile, Alix wanted to remember everything about this morning for the rest of her life.


Chapter Twenty-Five



GRACE

At mid-morning, the chaos had died down and Grace had gone up to their room to call her mom. The background noise of a packed house had assuaged her guilt about leaving her mom on Christmas, and Grace had to resist the revolting urge to whistle when she trotted down the stairs.

Jesus. She was turning into one of those people. What was next? Forcing strangers in elevators into small talk about the weather?

She laughed to herself because she was losing her mind and she was too far gone to care. Downstairs was suspiciously quiet and empty. Everyone except for Helen, who was sitting at the kitchen counter with two steaming mugs.

Grace’s stomach clenched. In law school, she’d been subjected to the Socratic method. An actual nightmare of having to stand up in front of everyone, answer some weird-ass hypothetical, and then defend that position while being publicly grilled by a professor who’d never practiced law in their life. Looking at Helen, who’d obviously been waiting for her, Grace had the same feeling she did when explaining the rule against perpetuities in front of a hundred overachievers gunning for the number-one spot.

Helen looked up at her and chuckled to herself. “You already read my intentions, didn’t you? I can tell by the way all the color drained from your face.” She gestured for Grace to sit next to her, where the second mug waited. “What gave me away?”

Embarrassed that she’d telegraphed her apprehension when she was usually better at concealing her emotions, Grace shrugged.

“Oh, come on.” Helen grinned, warm and disarming. “I want to improve for when Matt finally leaves the basement and brings home a real live girl.” She laughed to herself. “I might even take a fake one at this point.”

Grace sought refuge in the coffee, but it was too hot to be long-lived. “Alix isn’t here, so I’m guessing you asked her to run an errand or something to get her out of the house. And you probably did that because Susan and her family stepped out — her purse isn’t by the front door. And Matt and Mick probably drifted away for sugar-crash naps.” She cleared her throat. “My guess is you saw a chance to speak with me alone, and you took it.”

Helen beamed. “Alix said you were smart, but—” She interrupted herself with a giggle. “Here I thought I’d only jumped the gun with the coffee. Being a lawyer teach you all that?”

Grace made a noncommittal sound in her throat. “Well, I do also have a mother who lovingly ambushes with coffee. It’s just a different kind.”

“Are you close?” Helen asked. “You and your mom?”

“Very close,” she replied. “Growing up, it was pretty much just us two, you know? I have extended family, but day-to-day, it was just us.”

“Dad?” Helen asked like she was doing her very best to tread lightly.

“Not one worth mentioning.” She ran her thumb over the mug’s handle. “They weren’t married, and he was too busy with dental school to bother with a kid. I’ve never met him, but I’ve never missed him. My mom did the work of two parents and four grandparents.”

Helen’s eyes glistened with emotion she thankfully left unspoken. Grace never understood being pitied for not having a bigger nuclear family. She’d always been a quality over quantity person.

“Alexandra and I were close when she was little,” Helen said after a long silence. “She’d run full speed toward the car when I picked her up from school and couldn’t wait to tell me about her day. We’d spend all summer with the horses.” By the distant tone of Helen’s voice and the expression on her face, it was obvious that she’d traveled back in time. That she could still see that long-haired kid grinning wide. Could still see Alexandra before she was Alix. “And one day, I don’t know, she just stopped telling me things. She just went away and never came back.”

Grace felt Helen’s heartbreak like paper-thin ice cracking in her own chest. It was devastatingly easy to see both sides. To understand Alix’s claustrophobic response to a town that didn’t fit, with a mom’s simple but all-consuming love for her kid. Helen longed for Alexandra not because she didn’t love Alix, but because she didn’t know her. Didn’t know how to relate to her.

“I’ve been having these weekly chats with a friend down at the church.” Helen’s gaze narrowed, and she added, “It’s not therapy or anything,” as if Grace might think she’d admitted to a first-degree felony. “But she’s helped me zoom out, as she calls it.”

“Sometimes the strongest tool I have in my job is being able to see the other side of the argument,” Grace said. “Once we see something one way, it’s so hard to reframe. It’s a really limiting view.”

Helen nodded without hiding her surprise that Grace was listening rather than judging. “I’m sure Alexandra has told you that I did not handle things well before she moved away,” she said, capturing a decade of heartache.

Grace looked down at her coffee. Helen’s shame was pouring from her in suffocating waves, and it was all Grace could do to not jump off her stool and crush her with a hug.

“I said so many things I wish I could take back. So many things that are so unimportant now. That weren’t worth losing so much time over.”

Reaching over, Grace clasped her hand over Helen’s. “In my work, I’ve realized just how critical someone’s upbringing is to who they become as adults.” She squeezed her hand and waited for Helen to look at her with regret-filled eyes before continuing. “And I can tell you that who Alix is right now wouldn’t be possible without you. You can love both Alexandra and Alix. That kid is still there. She’s just more of herself. She is incredibly kind and generous and loving.” Grace’s voice thinned until it cracked. “I’ve never met anyone like her, but after a few days here, she makes perfect sense.”

“Is she happy, Grace?” Helen asked after wiping her eyes. “Like really happy?”

Grace considered the question. “I think so,” she replied. “She is incredibly successful, and she finds a lot of meaning in her work.” Grace couldn’t help a little lopsided smile. “Even though I know she could be huge if she wanted to. Her talent is really something.” She touched the ends of her own hair with the hand that wasn’t holding Helen’s. “She has fierce friends who love her like family. What more could she ask for?”

“And she has you.” Helen said it as a statement rather than posing a question.

Grace flushed with heat, and the nervous gurgle that bubbled up in her throat did nothing to dissipate it. “We really aren’t… I mean, I’m not really sure…”

It was Helen’s turn to pat Grace’s arm in comfort. “Aren’t lawyers supposed to be excellent liars?”

“Not unless they want to get disbarred,” Grace joked.

“Honey, it’s very clear that you and my daughter are very fond of each other.” She relaxed like she’d taken her first full exhale in years.

“Alix is an incredible person,” Grace admitted without hesitation. “But I don’t want you to think we lied about our relationship status. We were only friends when⁠—”

“Were, huh?” Helen brightened into a supernova of love and delight. “Well, don’t redefine anything now, because I’m out of beds.” She chuckled. “I’m so happy you’re here, Grace.” She slid off the stool. “I’m not sure I’d be getting to know Alix without a little moral support.” She pulled Grace into a tight hug.

Grace squeezed her back, accepting all the things Helen wasn’t saying. The way Helen had called her Alix without skipping a beat.

“And just what is going on here?” Alix said when she walked in through the back door. She pulled off her snow-dusted hat and walked in wearing socks, her boots presumably in the mudroom. “Is this why you suddenly needed more firewood?”

Grace tried and failed not to picture Alix chopping wood. Not to imagine her like the star of a surprisingly horny Diet Coke ad from the late nineties.

“Oh, nothing.” Helen released Grace from their hug but left her hands on Grace’s upper arms. “We’re just talking about how I hope you’re married the next time you come to visit. It will really solve a lot of problems for me,” she joked before turning to the sink with her empty mug.

Alix stood frozen, gawking at her mother like she couldn’t believe what she’d just said. Like Helen couldn’t possibly have meant that she’d not just tolerate her kid’s gayness, but that she’d support a wedding.

When Alix looked at Grace, all wide eyes and shock, she posed a wordless question: What did you do?

Grace didn’t know what her expression said to Alix in return, but she hoped it said: Nothing. She really, really hoped it didn’t add: Except maybe I’m falling in love with you.


Chapter Twenty-Six



ALIX

Alix hated airports on a good day, but Denver’s weird-ass airport really took the cake in terms of inconvenience. It was somehow both huge and always crowded, constantly under construction, and covered in strange tent tops, ever persistent in its pursuit of capturing the ambiance of the terrible circus that was airline travel.

Grace’s hand was warm in hers as they stood near the Concourse A windows, snow feathering the tarmac like someone had cut open a pillow. They’d already circled the concourse twice under the pretense of finding better coffee, then settled for something that tasted like brown water and anxiety. Every line felt like a countdown. Every sip felt like avoidance.

“Okay,” Alix said, because saying nothing made the ache in her throat louder. “Pitch: I can hide in your carry-on to Miami. You poke air holes in the bag. We save on airfare.”

Grace’s mouth curved. Her hazel eyes did that soft-warm thing that made Alix feel like she’d stepped into a lamp’s circle of light. “Tempting. But I think most airlines frown on living cargo.”

“They also frown on being drunk on a plane,” Alix said, “and I’ve broken that rule at least four times.”

Grace laughed, then exhaled, and the sound went quiet at the end, like she’d put a hand over her mouth. She glanced at the departure board, at the snow fattening outside. “Your gate’s Concourse C, right?”

Alix nodded, suddenly interested in the cracked top of her coffee lid.

Grace’s fingers tightened around hers for a heartbeat, then loosened. “We should…”

“Yeah,” Alix echoed, because neither of them had invented a way to stop time.

They didn’t walk so much as hover toward Grace’s gate, side by side like they were keeping balance on ice. When the line began to form and people started doing that anxious shuffle that said none of us trust the concept of assigned seating, Alix forced herself to turn and face her.

Grace’s hair was still a little wavy from sleeping on it damp, her normally sleek hairstyle softened by the cut she’d entrusted Alix with. She’d put on lip balm while they were sitting, and the faint shine made Alix’s chest pull tight. This was ridiculous. It was an airport. People said goodbye at airports every day. People survived it. She could survive it.

“You’re going to text me when you land,” Alix said, trying to sound like a person with a normal heart rate.

Grace nodded. “When you get home, send me a picture of Phyllis.”

“I’ll bribe her.” Alix smiled but felt the edges of it wobble. “God, I’m being a baby.”

Grace stepped closer until there was no reason to reach because they were already in each other’s arms. “You’re being a person I’m going to miss, and it’s very cute.”

“Cool,” Alix said, voice wrecked. “Okay.”

The announcement droned about a small delay in boarding. People shuffled. Someone’s roller bag tried to amputate Alix’s ankle. None of it mattered, because Grace’s hand slid up the back of her neck, fingers warm, and then Grace kissed her.

It wasn’t a quick airport peck. It was long enough that Alix forgot the world around them existed, letting everything fade. Grace tasted like coffee and winter air. Her mouth moved like a promise. Alix curled a hand around Grace’s waist and held on, feeling the clean slide of fabric under her fingertips, the little smile that happened in the middle of the kiss like they couldn’t help it.

When they broke apart, Grace’s cheeks were flushed and her eyes were glossy. “You should go find your gate before I rip off your clothes or have a full breakdown in public,” she whispered, like the words themselves were fragile.

“Yeah.” Alix swallowed. “Okay.”

One more press of foreheads. One more swipe of thumbs.

Outside, the snow was no longer feathers. It was confetti. The kind that dampened everything and refused to stop. Concourse A blurred into a slow-motion documentary. She waved. She told herself to pull herself together. She managed to, but only just enough to turn away and walk, dazed, back toward the train for Concourse C.

Her mind drifted to saying goodbye to her family that morning, just for an extra kick of melancholy to add to the current moment. Her dad had hugged her, her mom had cried. She’d promised to visit again soon, and strangely, she meant it.

She had at least an hour until boarding began, and she rode the train to Concourse C, then wandered into a bookstore. She touched spines. She stared at covers. She picked up a thriller and read the first sentence four times without absorbing a single word. Everything smelled like paper and peppermint.

A display of novelty mugs had one that read I LEFT MY HEART IN COLORADO. She snapped a picture and typed:

Alix


too soon?




Three dots. Then a crying-laugh emoji and a little pink heart. It loosened something under her ribs.

She set the thriller down and paced the aisle between cooking and travel, trying to remember how to be a person who didn’t count seconds between texts. The announcements turned a little sharper.

Her phone buzzed.

Grace


They just made an announcement we’re delayed for a while. Snow’s really coming down.




Alix


DIA said “let’s make travel even worse.”




Grace


People are panicking. I forgot how much I hate everyone and everything.




Alix


Want me to come back and bring you a snack?




A few minutes stretched and snapped. Another buzz.

Grace


What the fuck? They just CANCELED my flight. They’re saying maybe tomorrow morning. I’m going to baggage claim to grab my bags and then figure out rebooking.




Alix’s pulse hit a button in her throat. She looked down at her carry-on. She thought about the snow. About the glass tunnel connecting the main terminal to the Westin hotel like a sci-fi artery. About the fact that she’d never slept so well as she had with Grace.

The idea struck like static and caffeine. Her fingers were already dialing before she recognized it for what it was: a plan disguised as an impulse.

Grace answered on the second ring. Her voice was paper-thin and brave. “Hey.”

“Grace,” Alix said, breathless and grinning even though nothing had happened yet. “This is a sign.”

“That I’m destined to live in this godforsaken airport?” The smile in Grace’s voice was real but frayed.

“That the universe is tired of us being responsible.” Alix started walking, weaving through a herd clustered around a departures screen. “We’re not rebooking. We’re getting a fucking hotel room.”

There was the tiniest beat. Then, “Alix…”

“I’ll rebook. I don’t care. I have my carry-on. They can put me on something tomorrow.” She talked faster, joy kicking up like fresh snow. “Meet me at baggage claim. We’ll try the Westin before the entire state of Colorado gets the same idea.”

Grace’s laughter came out half-disbelieving, half-relieved. “You’re serious.”

“I’m almost never serious,” Alix said, breath puffing as she power-walked toward the train, “but when I am, it’s for good things.”

“Okay, yes,” Grace said, the word clear and certain. “Baggage claim.”

The train hissed into the station and Alix hopped on, heart ricocheting around her like it had been let off leash. People were bundled and annoyed and tugging their coats tighter. She was light. The cement of the tunnel flashed by, and she caught her reflection in the train window, unashamedly smiling.

Baggage claim was a churn of puffer jackets and resigned sighs. And then, there she was. Grace, standing near a carousel sign, coat collar up, hair tucked behind one ear, scanning the crowd with that focused, efficient lawyer face that made Alix want to both salivate and write poetry.

They saw each other at the same time. Grace’s shoulders relaxed like someone had removed twenty pounds from them. Alix didn’t slow down. She barreled right into a hug that lifted Grace onto the balls of her feet and knocked a laugh out of both of them.

“Hi,” Grace said into her shoulder, voice warmer than the whole terminal.

“Hi.” Alix stepped back enough to see her face. “You ready?”

“Deeply ready.”

They set off at a near-jog toward the corridor to the hotel, dodging rolling duffels and a child dragging a stuffed llama. The hotel’s lobby was a hum of stranded travelers trying to make best-case scenarios out of bad timing. Planters full of winter greens, floor-to-ceiling glass, that weird airport-hotel scent of citrus and disinfectant.

At the front desk, the clerk’s smile was polished and kind, her eyes carrying the faint panic of a person who had been saying I’m so sorry for two hours straight. “We’re experiencing extremely limited availability due to the storm⁠—”

“We’ll take anything,” Grace said, composure back on like lipstick.

“Any room,” Alix added, already digging for her wallet. “Any price.”

Grace slammed a gold American Express on the counter, practically screeching as she repeated, “Any price.”

The clerk’s mouth twitched like she wanted to be human about it but her professionalism stopped her. She typed. She frowned. She typed again. “I do have one mid-level suite on hold that was just released.”

“Yes,” they said in unison, then looked at each other and had to swallow laughter.

“Two keys?” the clerk asked.

“Please,” Grace said. Her palms were faintly pink like she’d been rubbing them together. Alix wanted to kiss the heat back into them.

Moments later, the elevator doors slid shut and Alix reached without deciding to, fingers finding the lapel of Grace’s coat, tugging her that last inch closer. Grace came willingly, hands sliding up Alix’s arms, and then they were kissing.

It started like it always did with them now, a tiny touch that felt like stepping off a cliff into clouds. Grace’s mouth was sure, patient for one heartbeat and then not patient at all. She tilted her head and the angle changed and heat licked up Alix’s spine.

Grace’s fingers curled at the base of Alix’s neck, a gentle hold that made her entire body hum like a plucked string. Alix’s hands found Grace’s waist and learned the familiar shape of it again, the way she fit there like the universe had provided her exact measurements. When Grace’s thumb stroked once along the hinge of her jaw, Alix made a small sound she hoped the elevator’s security camera would forgive.

The bell dinged. Neither of them moved. The doors opened, then politely closed again like the building was embarrassed to intrude.

They staggered out on the second ding, laughing, breathless, still entangled, and stumbled down the thick-carpeted hallway. Alix fumbled the key card twice, and when the green light finally clicked, she was already half-turned toward Grace, magnetic north found and making demands.

They made it three steps into the suite. A blur of coats and scarves and gloves landed on a chair like a small storm had passed through. The room was all clean lines and big windows, the snow outside so close it felt like you could breathe it. Alix was only aware of one thing: Grace, warm and laughing under her hands, looking at her like she was equal parts trouble and relief.

“Hi again,” Grace murmured, their mouths already close enough that the word brushed Alix’s lip.

“Hi again,” Alix said, and kissed her.

This kiss had gravity. It deepened the second their mouths found each other, that shared exhale that always felt like falling and catching at once. Alix tasted something sweeter now. Maybe just the wild rush of getting exactly what she wanted.

She backed Grace gently toward the bed, pausing as she murmured, “Is this okay?” against Grace’s lips.

“Yes.” Grace sat down on the edge of the bed, pulling Alix down with her until she pinned Grace, pausing a moment to gaze down at the absolutely stunning woman below her.

“Okay, good, I’m glad we’re in agreement because I am absolutely desperate to fuck you,” Alix said. Grace smirked as her hands slid under the hem of Alix’s sweater, a delicate exploratory warmth that made Alix’s knees consider giving out. “Now that you’re finally not wearing that godforsaken flannel nightgown.”

“I loved that thing. I’m considering buying at least a dozen.”

“Flannel in Miami. Go for it, babe,” Alix teased, nipping at Grace’s lips.

She paused and tucked a strand of Grace’s hair behind her ear, letting her fingers trail to the vulnerable place under her jaw, feeling the jump of her pulse there. Grace leaned into the touch like a cat, eyes half-lidded, a smile threatening the corners of her mouth.

“Grace,” Alix said, because sometimes saying her name was the only way to make the moment hold still.

“Mmm?” Grace’s voice was velvet and smirk, raw around the edges.

“I like you a lot.” The words tumbled out, unpolished and true.

Grace’s laugh was warm and shaky. “That’s fortunate. I like you a lot too.”

They kissed again, slower for a beat, and the slowness was somehow hotter. Alix dragged her fingers up Grace’s sides under her shirt, memorizing the topography. Ribs, the elegant dip of her waist, the flutter of breath when Alix’s thumbs skimmed the edge of her bra. She found her peaked nipple through the flimsy fabric. Grace’s hands mapped her right back, careful at first and then bolder as she grew more familiar.

Alix had a brief, ludicrous flash of gratitude toward the storm. Toward the canceled flights and the overpriced coffee and the slow escalator. All roads had led to this warm, stupidly expensive, glorious room.

She wasn’t much for signs. But sometimes the universe didn’t bother with subtlety. Sometimes it snowed so hard there was nothing to do but stay where it was warm.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



GRACE

Time changed shape and meaning when Alix ran her fingers through Grace’s hair. It expanded while they peeled off half their clothes without slowing their kiss. It moved in reverse, rolling back Grace’s memories, writing over them, until every former partner was erased. Until there was only Alix. Had only ever been Alix. It stopped when she had Alix on the bed in nothing but jeans and a sports bra.

Savoring every moment because she didn’t know how long the memory of Alix’s body would have to sustain her, Grace knelt onto the foot of the bed and crawled over her.

“You’re so hot,” Alix muttered, eyes dark and wide while she watched Grace inch toward her.

Grace grinned when she reached Alix’s long, elegant neck. She dropped her hips, pushing Alix’s legs apart. Groaning approvingly, Alix opened for her as far as her jeans allowed. But it was the way she clawed at Grace’s bare back, pulling her closer, that made Grace gasp. No one had ever made her feel so wanted with nothing but a touch.

“You’re absolutely beautiful,” Grace whispered when she was hovering over Alix’s lips. She’d never stop thinking about the way they looked parted. Of how sinfully good they felt trapped between her teeth.

“Grace,” Alix sighed, but she didn’t say anything else. Like she knew that she didn’t have to because Grace understood the shape of her plea. Understood that she needed more of everything in the same desperate way Grace did.

She’d intended to kiss Alix slowly. For her tongue to match the deliberate rhythm of her rolling hips, but then Alix’s hands were ghosting the small of her back and floating lower. When Alix grabbed her ass possessively with both hands, Grace happily accepted that slow would have to wait for a later round.

“Was that too much?” Alix panted, worried eyes snapping open and grip loosening.

Grace grinned. “Oh, baby,” she said in a dramatically condescending tone. “If you think that’s too much…” She grazed Alix’s lips before skimming her jaw. “Then you might not survive me.” She bit into Alix’s neck, earning a surprised but throaty moan.

“Don’t stop,” Alix begged, fist in Grace’s hair.

“Then pull harder,” Grace replied.

Without hesitating, Alix tightened her grip on the back of Grace’s head and yanked. It was a current burning hot and fast from her scalp down her spine and adding to the thrumming ache at her core. She indulged in the sensation, mouth open in a silent moan while she straddled Alix’s thigh. Even with the denim muting the friction, she couldn’t help grinding against Alix even if she knew she’d never find relief like that.

The torment of delayed gratification was worth it to hear Alix’s breathless curses followed by a slightly panicked “Jesus.”

Grace forced her eyes open enough to find Alix watching her. Brow furrowed and expression pained, Alix was stunning. Grace couldn’t stop chasing that reaction. She had the overwhelming and unstoppable need to ruin Alix’s expectations for sex. Just for a little while. Just so she wouldn’t forget her. Alix was gorgeous and charming and regularly frequented gay bars. Grace wasn’t naive, and she couldn’t expect exclusivity when they lived on opposite sides of the country.

But the thought of anyone else touching Alix like this was an inferno breaking containment. It burned through Grace’s body and drove her back to Alix’s neck. “Can I leave a mark?”

Alix’s grip in Grace’s hair tightened to a fraction below unbearable because she learned exhilaratingly fast. “Fuck, yes.”

The breathy permission was a match to gasoline. Grace growled with a raw, territorial need to claim. She returned to the curve of Alix’s neck, but when Alix held her breath, anticipating a bite, Grace kissed her softly instead.

As soon as Alix relaxed, Grace sank her teeth into the base of her throat. Cursing, Alix’s hips flew off the bed and her entire body tensed and writhed, but Grace didn’t lose focus. She wasn’t aiming for a pretty bruise. She needed to brand her with a warning. A disclaimer that announced: MINE. Mine… even if only right now.

It was only when the taste in Grace’s mouth turned metallic that she pulled back. That she held herself over a flushed, panting Alix to examine her work. The mark was already darkening from red to purple, and Grace hoped it would last at least a week.

Catching her breath, Alix looked up at her and smirked. “Leave another one.”

Grinning, Grace kissed her again before obliging. She was sure that even if they kissed a thousand times, she’d never stop feeling it in her entire body. Never stop needing the sensual swipes of Alix’s tongue against hers.

Grace kissed the thin spray of black and gray flowers tattooed from Alix’s shoulder, over her collarbone, and to the edge of her neck. She ran her tongue over the freshly bruised skin, teasing Alix with anticipation before she kissed a line down the center of her chest. She kissed the outline of a snake slithering its way sensually up Alix’s sternum, between her cleavage, and flicking its tongue approvingly toward the dark mark Grace had left on her throat.

“Have I told you how much I love your tattoos?” Grace ran her tongue along the snake, following the path it carved into Alix’s skin.

“Wait ’til you see how many more I have,” Alix teased.

Grace wished she had the patience to go slower, but she wanted to see every part of Alix’s body all at once. Needed to know every curve and bend and smooth expanse. Wanted to taste and feel every inch of her until she could recite her like her favorite song. Until she sang her in the shower and hummed her in the car and belted her out when she was alone in bed. When all Grace had were her own insufficient hands on her body and she ached to return to Alix’s skin. To this moment. To her.

Ghosting her mouth over Alix’s thin cotton bra, Grace found the stiff peak of her nipple through the material. She’d meant to tease her first, but her self-restraint had never been tested so acutely. When Alix arched her back and made the most desperate whining sound, Grace lost the fingertip-grip she had on self-control.

She shoved Alix’s bra up her body, wishing she could tear the elastic band in half. “Take this off,” she demanded, earning another curse from Alix, but this time it was coupled with immediate obedience.

Half-sitting up, Alix tore off her bra like she was also offended it existed. Grace shoved her back down on the bed, not giving her the chance to find the clasps straining over Grace’s back. She’d get naked later. She didn’t have another second to waste.

“Fuck,” Alix groaned, rough and desperate, when Grace found her nipple with her tongue. “You’re killing me.”

Grace replied with a moan of satisfaction before taking most of Alix’s breast in her mouth. Before taking the other one in her hand and squeezing it just shy of too hard. Before leaving searing, open-mouth kisses all over her chest until she ventured lower and left another agonizing bruise over her ribs. The purple blotch added color to the tattoo of an orca ramming a superyacht. 

Alix’s belly trembled while Grace continued her descent. Grabbing fistfuls of sheets, Alix dug her hips into the bed when Grace kissed her navel. Whispered a curse when Grace dragged the tip of her tongue from her navel down to the edge of her jeans. Bit her bottom lip when Grace unfastened the button with one hand.

Every reaction Alix gave her was so hot. Every muttered moan and sigh so intoxicating. With more time, Grace would drive her to the edge over and over until she was begging to drop over the side. Everything about Alix said that she’d love the torment of being edged to the brink of insanity, but all Grace could think about was tasting her. Of knowing what Alix sounded like when she came on her tongue with her name burned on the roof of her mouth.

She pulled down Alix’s zipper, greeting each new inch of exposed skin with her lips and tongue and the teasing scrape of her teeth. Alix’s skin responded with goose bumps, and she couldn’t stop vacillating between tipping her hips up for more and grinding them into the bed, as if either of those would ease her pain. Pain that belonged to Grace. That was hers to satisfy.

Sitting up on her knees, Grace grabbed Alix’s waistband and pulled hard. It only took two decisive yanks to tear the jeans off. To leave Alix in nothing but black tomboyx boy shorts. Grace didn’t pause to look at Alix as much as she froze when the sight knocked the air from her lungs.

She wanted so badly to take a picture of Alix like this. To sear the image of her into something more reliable than her memory. Alix, hair messy and skin flushed, was singular perfection.

Grace leaned over and kissed the wolf tattoo on her muscular outer thigh. It looked like it had been drawn in a single, elegant line and matched the stylized dragon on her other thigh. Grace guessed at the significance. Wolf for her namesake and a dragon for her zodiac.

Promising herself that she’d revisit every symbol engraved on Alix’s skin after she quenched her intense need to know what she sounded like when she unraveled, Grace insinuated herself between Alix’s parted thighs.

The inside of Alix’s thigh was warm and soft. She kissed a hurried, sloppy line up to the edge of her underwear and kept going. And then she made the mistake of kissing her through the fabric. She hadn’t expected the material to be soaked. For Alix to be so turned on so fast. For that knowledge to wreck her.

It was Grace’s turn to groan her curse, but it was muffled when she pressed her mouth harder to Alix’s pussy. When Alix responded by grinding against her.

“Grace, please” was all Alix had to whisper, and Grace was tearing off her underwear.

Wrapping her arms around Alix’s strong thighs, Grace kept her pinned down to minimize her squirming. She looked up at her, watching her chest rise and fall too fast, clinging to the sheets at her side like they might help her survive the anticipation.

“Look at me,” Grace demanded, voice low and dark and promising that it would be worth it.

Alix bit her lip so hard, Grace was expecting her to draw blood. The moment Alix’s gaze met hers, Grace extended her tongue and collected every drop of arousal she’d earned like it was ice cream dripping over the side of the cone.

Entire body trembling, Alix couldn’t keep her eyes open. Neither could Grace. Not when the moment felt like magic. Gripping her thighs so tight there was no way she wasn’t leaving marks, Grace moaned while she let her tongue roam.

“That feels so good,” Alix managed in a gasp.

Grace’s long, lazy passes grew more focused with every swipe. With every buck of Alix’s hips and every desperate moan.

“You taste so fucking good,” she said before greedily slipping her tongue inside for more.

Alix’s fingers in her hair only spurred her on. Only encouraged her to reveal every filthy thought she hadn’t let herself entertain while drinking Alix in. Like she might never get to do it again, Grace left no part of Alix untasted.

When she returned to take Alix’s hard, swollen clit between her lips, Alix tightened her grip in Grace’s hair. Grace cursed, overwhelmed by the unexpectedly demanding way Alix kept her head still while grinding against her mouth.

It was Grace’s turn to rock uselessly against the mattress while Alix moaned and breathed in the most excruciatingly sexy way. And then Alix let out a strangled “Don’t stop” before she went still, holding her breath. Before she coated Grace’s covetous tongue and nearly made Grace come with nothing but her own shuddering orgasm.

Grace didn’t stop. Not until Alix’s fingers were running through her hair, and she cupped her cheek to draw her attention up to her.

“Kiss me,” Alix muttered, voice husky.

Grace did. She kissed a wandering path up Alix’s body and to her waiting mouth. When Alix kissed her this time, she held her face with both hands. Slow and probing, Grace nearly disintegrated when she realized that Alix was tasting herself.

“That was unbelievable,” Alix said, flipping Grace onto her back without stopping to catch her breath. “My turn,” she said, eyes dark and dangerous. “And I want you very naked. Right now.”

Grace couldn’t stop running her fingers through Alix’s hair. Just the sight of her, naked and covered in sweat, was enough to send a new wave of painful arousal rushing through Grace’s beleaguered body.

Before Grace could reach behind her and unhook her bra, Alix was there. Unfastening her bra with a quick snap of her fingers, Alix triggered a flash of jealousy.

“Lots of practice with that, huh?” Grace couldn’t stop herself.

Alix’s lopsided smile gave Grace just one dimple. “Please don’t tell me you’re jealous.” She pulled the bra off and flung it over the side of the bed. “I don’t know how much more attracted to you I can get.”

As if seeing Grace topless was all she’d ever wanted, Alix groaned before kissing her way down Grace’s chest. In a flurry of compliments and moans, Alix undressed her like it was a sacred activity.

By the time she pulled Alix on top of her nude body, Grace was desperate for release. “Kiss me,” Grace breathed, needing to feel every part of Alix’s body on her. Needing her weight and heat and undeniable presence.

“Tell me what you like,” Alix muttered against Grace’s mouth.

It was impossible to think while Alix rolled her thumb over Grace’s nipple. While she ran her palm over the curve of Grace’s hip like she appreciated its reckless nature. While she gripped her thick thigh hard like she couldn’t wait to worship her body as soon as Grace released her from their kiss.

“Just touch me.” Grace’s throat was so dry and her body pulled so tight. “If you just get in the neighborhood of the right spot, I’m going to come.”

Alix smirked against her swollen lips. “Yeah? That turned on, huh?” She made circles with her thumb on the inside of Grace’s thigh.

It was almost cute how Alix thought she was going to tease her. How Alix labored under the delusion that she’d be in charge just because she was physically on top.

“Are you going to make me take matters into my own hands?” Grace’s question was dripping with conviction.

Immediately recognizing that it wasn’t an empty threat, Alix cursed. “Where did you come from?”

Alix swallowed Grace’s response with a kiss. The moment her tongue touched hers, Alix’s fingers discovered just how badly she wanted her.

“Fuck, Grace. You’re so wet,” Alix said with the pain of enduring a broken femur.

Wrapping one arm around Alix’s waist, Grace tipped her head back. The sensation of Alix indulging in her arousal, of her spreading it from her entrance to her clit in long, agonizing circles was almost enough to kill her. She couldn’t be the most aggrieved party. Grace had to retaliate.

“That’s how I’ve been every time we’ve kissed,” she admitted. “I’ve had to sleep next to you like that⁠—”

Alix cut her off with a kiss, handing Grace the victory without even trying. The messier and more unfocused Alix’s kiss turned, the more on-target her skillful fingers became.

“Faster,” Grace demanded, desire pounding so hard and desperate to escape.

“No please?” Alix teased against her mouth, but she didn’t hesitate to speed up.

Blunt fingernails digging into Alix’s back was the only sign she could give her that she’d found the perfect pace. Breaking their kiss, Grace’s body flooded with unbearable heat. It was all she could do not to scream, but then Alix’s mouth was on her chest, leaving her own mark while she pushed Grace to the edge.

Grace wanted Alix to do it harder. To make it hurt. To make it impossible not to carry her away on her skin. In her body. In her heart.

Tearing at the sheets, Grace was so close. She rocked her hips in rhythm with Alix’s quick pace.

“Kiss me while I⁠—”

Alix covered her mouth with hers, tongue so deep in her mouth it was obscene. Obscene and hot and exactly what Grace needed to come so hard her lungs squeezed shut.

Despite Grace’s frantic rocking, Alix didn’t lose her place. Biceps flexing, she drew out another orgasm like it was effortless. Like Grace didn’t usually need a vibrator and so much concentration to come. Like she’d already known her body. Studied it. Memorized it.

Resolve unrelenting, Alix whispered filthy encouragement when she dipped her fingers into Grace’s entrance. When she asked entirely too politely for what Grace needed her to just fucking take. When she filled her with two fingers and made good on her promise to fuck her with an absolutely desperate need.

Over and over Alix made up for all the times neither of them had been brave enough to risk their friendship. When they’d been too afraid of losing to consider what they might gain.

When Grace reached between their slick bodies to stop Alix from trying to kill her, Alix pulled out of her gently. Hot and sweaty, Grace should have reached for a water bottle, but she pulled Alix flush on top of her instead.

“That was amazing,” Grace rasped, throat raw.

Alix moistened her lips. “You’re amazing.”

Wrapping her arms around Alix, she kissed her shoulders, her cheek, her lips. When she looked up into her soft eyes and completely enamored expression, Grace’s heart thrummed with an impossible question.

How the hell am I supposed to say goodbye now?


Chapter Twenty-Eight



ALIX

Morning came the way snow often did: quiet, steady, everywhere at once.

Alix blinked into pale light and the hush of a world still storm-stunned. For a second, she couldn’t place herself. There was only the slow ache in her muscles, the press of warmth along her front and back, the faint scent of sex tangled with Grace’s shampoo.

Right. The Westin. The suite with the huge window where snow still stitched the sky to the runway. The not-so-subtle miracle of Grace, everywhere, all over her.

She now knew one thing to be true. Grace Ortega was a sex Goddess.

Alix had thought she knew what good sex was. Turns out she’d just been grading on a curve. She’d had flings and her fair share of pillow princesses, awkward fumbling, a handful of partners who thought foreplay was optional. But no one like this. No one who met her energy and then took her apart with it.

Grace breathed against the base of her throat, a tiny sound escaping as she shifted. A strand of hair brushed her cheek. One hand lay splayed across Alix’s ribs, fingers curved like she’d fallen asleep mid-claim.

Alix didn’t move. She couldn’t.

If she could have bottled this exact second — the weight, the quiet, the proof of it all — she would’ve. She’d live right here, in this square of warmth, under the name Finally.

A plane revved somewhere far away, dull through the glass. Grace stirred. Her nose nudged Alix’s throat. A sleepy sound hummed up like a question.

“Good morning,” Alix whispered.

“Hey,” Grace said back, voice wrecked and velvet. She didn’t open her eyes. Her thumb traced a lazy line along Alix’s side, over tender skin that answered with a full-body shiver.

They lay there listening to the heat tick in the vents, watching the barrage of snow out the window. Everything in Alix felt warm and sore and absurdly pliant, like someone had replaced her bones with jelly. She pressed the bridge of her nose to Grace’s hairline and breathed in the clean, faintly sweet scent. Memory fluttered everywhere. Grace laughing into her mouth, marking her with exquisite pain and precision, the deliciously brutal way her hands had learned Alix’s back, the shock of being known so fast and so easily.

“You okay?” Grace murmured.

“Okay doesn’t even begin to describe it.” Alix smiled, eyes stinging for no good reason. “You?”

Grace’s answering exhale carried a little laugh. “Mmm. Yes. Wrecked, but in a marathon-running, mountain-summiting, perfect oral defense kind of way.”

“Perfect oral,” Alix agreed and felt Grace’s smile against her skin.

Neither reached for the clock. Morning dragged its feet in the best way, the room filling with that particular pale winter glow that made edges soft. Alix could have stayed like that all day, greedily entangled with Grace. But the more she let herself feel it — the weight of Grace’s thigh braided with hers, the exact heat where their stomachs met — the more some hungry, grateful spark inside her woke up again, restless and achingly ready.

She nuzzled Grace’s neck, kissing where she’d left a mark the day before, nipping and sucking at the sensitive skin until Grace yielded, letting Alix roll her onto her back. She lay beneath Alix with sleepy eyes and wild bedhead and the kind of smile that made Alix’s heart pound like it had an audience.

“I will never, ever get enough of this,” Alix whispered against Grace’s mouth, their hips beginning to move together, Grace’s leg hitching up to wrap around her.

“Ever,” Grace agreed.

They kissed slowly, like the world could be convinced to match their pace. Like the frantic touches of yesterday had finally sated all that they’d been holding back, and now they could take their time with one another. There was nothing urgent in it, only a sweet, molten insistence that melted nerves and unspooled worry. Mouths learned again what they now knew by heart. Fingers threaded through hair and smoothed along familiar curves, touches more about reassurance than discovery. Her favorite cadence of yes, yes, still yes.

Alix positioned herself between Grace’s spread thighs, craving the feel of Grace’s slick arousal against her own. Grace was so warm, so wet, and so incredibly responsive. Her gasps, her moans, the wrinkle of concentration between her brows as she pressed her hips up into Alix.

Alix was gentle, knowing they were both sore and spent from hours and hours of wringing every last drop of pleasure they could from one another. Alix teasingly nipped at Grace’s knee as she held it aloft to get just the right angle to make Grace’s head fall back against the pillow, her back arching, those gorgeous breasts pushing into Alix’s palm as she lazily rolled her thumb over Grace’s hard nipple. Grace made a sound that was only for them, and Alix’s chest went bright and achy.

“Alix,” Grace whispered, and her own name on Grace’s lips sounded like a prayer.

They moved together without hurry or expectation, leaning into the slow pleasure of one another, the bed a warm little sanctuary they’d made. Every brush of skin drew a line of heat. Every shared breath stitched them up where the coming goodbye had already started to fray them. Alix closed her eyes and let herself feel it, the slow build of sensation braided with the sharper, fragile rush of wanting — wanting this, wanting more, wanting later and next week and New Year’s and morning coffee and a hundred ordinary, stupid things.

Grace’s fingernails dug into Alix’s hips, holding her right where Grace needed her, and watching Grace turn rigid with an orgasm and cry out her name undid her own resolve, sending her over the edge of her own climax.

When they finally went still again and Alix settled beside Grace, chests rising in the same rhythm, Grace tucked her face into Alix’s neck like she’d been doing it for years. Alix slid a hand into her hair and carded gently, a soothing loop — down, up, pause; down, up, pause — that steadied her own racing thoughts.

“God,” Grace said into her skin. “This is so unfair.”

“Brutal,” Alix agreed. She focused on the tangible feeling of her hands in Grace’s hair. “Promise you won’t laugh?”

“I’d never laugh at you,” Grace lied politely.

Alix swallowed. The tenderness in her felt like a glass she couldn’t carry without spilling. “Will you spend New Year’s with me?”

Grace stilled. Lifted her head, eyes wide open now, warm and startled. “In Miami?”

“Yeah, I’ll come to you,” Alix said too fast, relief and panic in the same breath. “Or you come to me — no pressure — actually, forget I said anything if it’s crazy, or if work’s too much after taking so many days away. It’s just that the idea of not kissing you at midnight — I know it’s so cheesy, but⁠—”

“Alix.” Grace’s hand pressed gently over her mouth, eyes bright with amused affection. “Breathe.”

Alix did, albeit grudgingly. Grace’s palm slid away, fingers lingering against Alix’s jaw like she couldn’t help touching her.

“I want to come to LA,” Grace said simply.

“You do?”

“Yes. I want to see your everyday. Your salon. Your favorite coffee that you complain about.’” Her mouth curved. “Phyllis. Your longboard and The Hollow and all of it.”

Alix blinked, because tears were rude and did not ask permission. “So that’s a yes?”

“That’s a very hard yes.”

The relief that flooded Alix was almost comical. “Okay. We’ll… Okay.” She was already listing itineraries in her head she had no intention of keeping: Echo Park walks and flea markets, the pier at sunset, watching Grace’s face the first time she saw the skyline at night.

Grace kissed her, just a little, a punctuation mark tucked against Alix’s smile. “It’s a date.”

They stayed like that, a tangle of limbs and plans, until the world barged in. The groan of a plow somewhere, the faint ping of one of their phones on the nightstand. Grace reached for hers, sighed at the screen.

“Flights,” she said. “Looks like I can get out midday. You’re on a late afternoon now.”

“Rude,” Alix muttered to the ceiling. “I was hoping fate would trap us here indefinitely and we’d have to learn to live on the land.”

“On the land,” Grace repeated, deadpan. “You mean room service and vending machines.”

They peeled themselves out of bed by degrees, laughter and little touches cushioning each indignity of reentering the day. Alix found her sweater on the armchair under a tangle of scarves. Grace unearthed her pants from beneath the bedspread like buried treasure. They bumped hips performing the graceless ballet of shared bathroom sink space, trading the mirror without asking, smiling every time their eyes met.

Alix stood behind her while Grace brushed her teeth, hands at her waist like she could memorize the exact geometry of her there. Grace spit, rinsed, set the toothbrush down. They looked at themselves together in the mirror, sex hair, sleep-puffy and content and wholly undone in a way makeup couldn’t fix or fake.

“We look…” Alix started, then didn’t have a tidy end for the sentence.

“Rough,” Grace supplied.

“I was going to say happy.”

“Yeah,” Grace said, her smile growing. “That.”

They brewed the coffee packets like a ritual, both unwilling to leave the protective bubble of their hotel room until the last possible second. Alix handed Grace a mug and clinked her own against it.

“To canceled flights,” she said solemnly.

“To extremely good decisions,” Grace replied, equally solemn, then ruined it with a smile that hit Alix square in the sternum.

Packing took ten minutes and a lot of kissing disguised as item retrieval. Alix zipped her carry-on and immediately unzipped it because she’d forgotten to shove in her underwear from yesterday, a move Grace mirrored with a fold of socks and a sigh of self-mockery. The mundane domesticity of it — the zippers, the check of outlets for chargers, Grace’s last-minute scramble to unearth a hair tie from the abyss — felt like a glimpse into a life Alix wanted enough that it scared her. She didn’t say that part out loud. She tucked it in her pocket with the key card and carried it carefully.

They lingered at the door like it might take mercy on them and grow vines and hold them hostage. Alix stole one more kiss, because restraint was overrated.

“We should go while the snow is letting up so we don’t have to cross over to the airport in the worst of it,” Grace said, practical again, though her fingers were still looped in the pocket of Alix’s coat like she’d forgotten to let go.

“Right.” Alix kissed her once more, a smaller thing that still managed to knock out a few of her bones. “Let’s go brave the tundra.”

They moved through the lobby with that shared bubble around them, a little hush inside the bigger noise. The revolving doors shoved them back into the terminal’s bright tent-topped chaos. Travelers were bundled and cranky and heroic. Somewhere a family spoke cheerfully in Spanish. The announcements had returned to their eternal litany.

They checked Grace’s bags, went through security together, then held hands on the train to Concourse A. Alix walked Grace to her gate, unwilling to spend a single possible moment not by her side.

They cuddled on a large chair near the gate, Grace checking her email, Alix making sure her music was downloaded for the flight.

As the gate agent began to call out boarding announcements, they finally glanced to one another, unable to pretend any longer that this wasn’t happening.

“Well,” Grace said, eyes glossy again, though her smile was steady. “We’re getting good at this.”

“I don’t want to get good at this,” Alix blurted, then added a smile. “But yes. We are.”

Grace cupped her cheek, thumb tracing once under her eye like she could scold the tear back into place before it even considered misbehaving. “New Year’s,” she said.

“It’s just a few days away,” Alix echoed. “I’ll clean the house. Phyllis will pretend to be annoyed.”

“I’ll be charmed,” Grace promised. “Text me when you get to your gate.”

“And when you land,” Alix said. “And when you see the ocean. And when you think of me.”

“And when I think about last night on the plane and accidentally rub up against a stranger.”

“Don’t you dare,” Alix growled playfully.

They kissed one more time, not movie-dramatic, just deep enough to make the boarding call overheard feel like an interruption. Then they stepped apart because life required it.

Grace boarded her plane as Alix stood out of the way, hand wrapped in the strap of her carry-on bag like it could keep her tethered. At the last second, Grace glanced over her shoulder, held up two fingers, then pointed to her own eyes and to Alix, a ridiculous little I’m watching you that made Alix laugh through the ache.

And then she was gone, disappearing into the jet bridge. Alix briefly considered buying a ticket to Miami and running after her.

New Year’s. Phyllis making comments from the kitchen. The cheap string lights on the back porch. Grace’s suitcase taking up Alix’s entire bedroom like it belonged there. It lodged in her chest, a bright, hopeful ache she didn’t try to smother.

She turned toward the train that would connect her to Concourse C, walking in a body that felt pleasantly off-kilter, packing her sappiness like contraband. Her phone buzzed as she stepped onto the escalator.

Grace


Already miss you.




Alix


Feels illegal how much I miss you, Gator.




Grace


See you in LA, Wolf.




Alix


Bring Connie’s recipe journal if you dare. Phyllis is going to interrogate you about beans.




Grace


I fear neither Phyllis nor beans.




Alix smiled so hard a man passing her gave her the wary side-eye people reserved for those experiencing emotions in public. She didn’t care. She texted anyway.

Alix


Is it New Year’s yet?




Grace


Have a little patience.




Alix


No.




Grace sent back a laughing emoji, followed by a heart. Alix stared at the little red heart, warmth blooming behind her ribs. For a second, the terminal noise blurred into nothing. Just her, the hum of fluorescent lights, and the fact that she was smiling like an idiot because of one tiny heart.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



GRACE

Four days apart had passed both in an eternity and a blink. Grace hadn’t slept more than three hours a night. The only way she’d have the nerve to take a few more days off was to meet her billables for the month before leaving. While she packed her bag, she’d never been happier to be exhausted.

Icarus, however, was sitting in her half-packed suitcase glaring at her. With his judgy blue eyes and swishing tail, he said, Really, bitch? You leaving again? Sheila had shown her displeasure by tipping over her food bowl and screaming. Grace imagined she’d been channeling Sarah McLachlan’s mournful lament.

“I know, guys.” She sat on the cold tile floor next to Icarus and called Sheila to her lap. “But this time Grandma is coming to stay here with you, okay? And you’ll be on the good stuff for the fireworks.” She scratched the back of Icarus’s head, but Sheila hadn’t stopped glaring.

“Don’t worry, I don’t have any more trips planned,” she added, chest aching like the first time she’d inhaled cold, mountain air.

Grace had been moving fast and working nonstop, but near the finish line when she could track the end of Alix’s absence in hours, she couldn’t stop wondering what came next. Couldn’t stop fearing inevitable heartbreak.

It wasn’t fair, but it seemed to track that the easiest relationship she’d ever had would be with a woman three thousand miles away. She held a purring Icarus to her chest and closed her eyes. A new anxiety she hadn’t wanted to take shape formed in her sour stomach.

Were they just a vacation fling? Thanksgiving in Miami, Christmas in Colorado, New Year’s in LA. They couldn’t pretend their entire relationship wasn’t built on escapism. On moments carved out and separated from their real lives. It was easy to get along and get lost in the excitement of something new when they were both showing only one side of themselves.

Would Alix still be so sweet and patient when Grace worked nights and weekends and couldn’t give her the attention she deserved? When she had to cancel last-minute plans because her firm was hired to show up in court on a brand-new case in the morning and she had to forgo sleep to get prepared? It wasn’t so noticeable when Grace was always available by text, but if they were ever in person, Alix would get tired of waiting around for her.

Her fear of not being enough was only outmatched by her fear of being too much. So far, Alix seemed to not just tolerate her high-intensity nature, but enjoy it. But experience had made it very clear to Grace that once the newness of it all wore off, things that began as cute curdled into irritating.

She didn’t want to feel it. She’d been outrunning the encroaching dread since the moment her lips touched Alix’s. Since she fell a little bit in love with her family and where she’d grown up. Despite her best efforts, fear and doubt had come together to form a mega storm of nausea in her gut.

Why had she let her affection for Alix get away from her? What did that say about her? She petted Icarus and wondered if Alix was the only emotionally available lesbian over thirty-five in the country.

She laughed before questioning herself. Was Alix available? She’d been so hung up on her ex just a couple of months earlier. Icarus chattered as if to say, So were you, dummy.

Looking down at her cat, she wondered if she was flying straight into the sun with wax wings. Maybe the problem wasn’t Alix’s availability or the distance. Maybe the problem was Grace, who only knew how to love things that were destined to burn her. Maybe she could only have things that couldn’t last.

Grace stood. She didn’t want to waste precious time worrying about it. Plus it wasn’t like she was going to California to make unbreakable vows. She was just going to celebrate New Year’s. Not everything had to have a future to enjoy the present.

Nope. She wasn’t setting herself up for guaranteed heartbreak. Long-distance relationships between people with well-established careers totally worked out all time. Grace avoided looking in the mirror while packing her toiletries.

As if sensing her anxiety, Alix’s personalized text tone pinged.

Alix


Please tell them again how sorry I am.




Grace sat at the edge of her bed and gave Alix every drop of her attention. Since Colorado, she hadn’t been able to tamp down the bright weightlessness that expanded in her chest when they spoke.

She replied with a photo of two snobby, irate cats sitting in her suitcase. Even without the ability to speak, their guilt trip rivaled the Olympic heights of a disappointed mother.

Grace


You might have to convince them yourself.




Alix


noooo look at them. Okay. Cancel your flight. I’m heading to the airport. I’ll be there later.




Grace laughed and then looked at the time.

Grace


It’s three in the morning. What are you doing awake? Did you end up at the Hollow?




Alix


Oh, sweet summer beauty. Do you think I’ve been able to sleep? I’m like a kid the night before a field trip. And not one of those educational ones either. Like a whitewater rafting trip or paint ball or something.




Laughing, Grace dropped back onto her bed. It only took seconds for the cats to follow.

Grace


What the hell kind of field trips did your school take you on???




Alix


lol what? Did the nuns never take you to laser tag?




Grace


We once went to the Everglades, but my mom wouldn’t sign the extra permission slip to let me go on an airboat ride. I did learn that it’s a very slow moving river, not a swamp, and it has nine different habitats. Also, a metric fuckton of mosquitos.




Alix


I’ve never been more turned on.




Grace


Maybe because you worked thirteen hours today and have apparently yet to sleep.




Alix


I don’t need sleep.




Grace bit her bottom lip, but it didn’t help her absorb the rush of giddy heat that raced over her warming skin. It was so unfair how quickly Alix could change her mood. Unreasonable how good it always felt to talk to her.

Grace


No? What do you need then?




Alix


DON’T SAY IT LIKE THAT!




Grace


We’re texting! How do you know how I’m saying anything?




Alix


I can hear that sexy voice you used.




Grace


Sure it’s not wishful thinking?




Alix


Oh, I’m wishing alright…




Grace laughed, but the warmth in her body had changed character. It filtered through her skin and concentrated at her core. She couldn’t help indulging in it, especially if it had no hope of lasting.

Grace


What are you wishing for?




Alix


A dangerous question.




Grace


If you don’t want to tell me, I have packing to do before my ride for the airport arrives.




Alix


You know I love it when you drive a hard bargain.




A series of heart-eye emoji flooded Grace’s screen before Alix’s chat bubbles appeared and reappeared.

Alix


I was thinking this could use a touch up. It’s fading a little faster than I’d like.




A moment later, a picture that should’ve come with a warning materialized on her phone. If Grace hadn’t already been lying down, she might have flung herself dramatically onto the bed and screamed into her pillow.

In the low light of her bedroom, Alix was lying with her hand behind her head. With the buttons of a flannel shirt undone, Alix wasn’t just showing Grace the fading hickey on her neck, she was giving her a mouth-watering view of her cleavage and the snake tattoo Grace could recreate from memory.

Alix


Hurry. I need you.




Grace jumped to her feet and rushed to finish packing. She was a mere mortal trying to mimic a Greek God in flight. But as she tossed folded clothes into the suitcase, she couldn’t convince herself that the high of flying wasn’t worth the risk of drowning if she crashed.

Grace arrived in LA at mid-morning thanks to a disorienting but favorable time change. This time, she’d packed everything in a carry-on so she could bolt out of the airport. So that she’d spend the trip in her own clothes because she was tired of provoking the God of Mild Inconvenience.

The day was foggy and cool and mercifully free from humidity without being an actual dehydration chamber like Colorado. She’d managed to figure out the maze of an unfamiliar airport but ended up in the car rental shuttle pickup section. Grace was about to pull her phone out of her backpack when she heard honking and shouting.

Looking up at the bright blue subcompact covered in stickers well beyond the bumper, Grace was sure she’d spotted Alix driving Phyllis’s car. She couldn’t help grinning at the sight of Alix looking like a stilts-walker in the toy car. She’d never been happier to run toward a vehicle.

Alix pulled over in the wrong place, judging by the chorus of honks that echoed around them, but Grace didn’t care. Didn’t care about who was watching or judging when she dropped her bag and tackled Alix in a hug. Didn’t hesitate to wrap her legs around Alix when she grabbed her by the thighs and lifted her up without warning.

“You’re here.” Alix sighed like she couldn’t believe it.

“I’m here,” Grace confirmed with her arms around Alix’s neck.

When they kissed, it was like breathing for the first time in a week. Like seeing the sun after a volcanic eruption blotted out the light. Like life and joy and home. God, she was really fucked.

“Let me get that,” Alix said after putting her down. “I got you coffee,” she added when opening the hatch trunk, which the carry-on and backpack filled completely. “Or if your stomach was still iffy, also ginger ale.” Alix opened the passenger-side door for her. “Phyllis has a little cooler⁠—”

Instead of getting in, Grace stopped Alix with both hands cupping her perfect face. “Wolf, are you nervous?”

Alix grinned, displaying her heart-stopping dimples. “What? You think you’ve got the market cornered on a little neurosis?”

Grace’s laughter was warm and vibrant and impossible to contain. Being with Alix like this made Grace feel like magic was real. Like some rare flower had taken root in her belly and bloomed in her chest.

“I missed you so much.” Grace sighed before kissing her again.

Alix didn’t stop smiling. Not when they kissed. And not when someone yelled at them in a language Grace didn’t catch.

They didn’t exactly drive through LA traffic as much as they crawled an inch at a time, but unlike Miami, no one around them seemed keen on crashing into them like they were playing bumper cars with uninsured motorists.

“It’ll clear out later,” Alix said, still holding Grace’s hand when she pointed to the haze covering the city. “Then maybe I’ll show you the beach. A little lunch in Venice maybe after we drop your stuff off?”

Grace couldn’t look at anything but Alix. With her sunglasses on and her wavy dark hair freshly cut, she was irresistible when she was nervous. Grace wouldn’t have been able to see it before. Alix didn’t display it in bright neon, but Grace saw it in the way she’d tried to anticipate everything Grace might need between the airport and her house.

“Venice?” Grace belatedly registered the suggestion. “Isn’t that far from your house?”

Alix shrugged. “It’s really pretty.”

Buzzing, Grace laughed even though nothing was funny. She leaned over the incredibly tiny center console and kissed Alix’s cheek. “You’re really pretty.” She kissed her jaw. “And I’ve missed you so much.” She kissed her neck. “And I don’t want to waste time sitting in the car to see sand and palm trees that are only slightly different from what I have back home.” She rested her free hand on Alix’s thigh. “Not when I have such little time with you.”

“Jesus, Grace. Do you want me to crash?” Alix muttered like she couldn’t keep her eyes open and speak at the same time without considerable effort.

“Your foot is on the brake,” Grace pointed out, tone teasing while she ran her hand up the inside of Alix’s thigh.

“Not if you keep doing that,” Alix groaned.

Grace kissed a line down to Alix’s collarbone. The ride to Silver Lake was going to be agony.

“This is so much cuter than in pictures,” Grace said when they pulled up to an adorable bungalow with Alix’s longboard and an old swing on the porch.

“What pictures?” Alix asked after she parked on the tree-lined street and jogged to the trunk to get Grace’s things.

Grace cocked her head to the side. Certainly it was too soon to admit that curiosity had gotten the best of her one night and she’d done a little Googling.

“Is Phyllis here?” Grace asked instead of answering the question.

“She’s here and she’s in a hurry.” A woman with short white hair and a forearm sleeve stepped out of the house hauling a suitcase large enough to fit a corpse. “Kid, put this in the car for me while I say hello to Grace.”

Alix dutifully started up the short walkway. “Well, there’s one way to make introductions.”

“Hi, Phyllis, it’s so nice to meet you in person.”

“I’m taller than I look in your little screen,” she replied before greeting Grace with a hug like they were old friends.

When she broke their hug, Phyllis didn’t let Grace go. While Alix struggled with the impossible task of fitting an enormous bag in a microscopic car, Phyllis held Grace’s hands and soundlessly examined her.

After the longest, most unusual seconds of Grace’s life, Phyllis gave her a deep nod and a “Yep.” Another second later, she added, “You’re a good egg, Grace.”

“Thanks, I⁠—”

“All right, I can’t be late,” Phyllis announced to no one, reminding Grace of the rabbit from Alice in Wonderland.

“Where are you going?” Grace asked when Phyllis was halfway to the car and the only place Alix had found for her suitcase was the passenger seat.

“Vegas!” she replied, giving Alix a hug before beginning to reverse with a flurry of handwaving out the window. “Don’t forget to feed The Bitch!”

Alix nodded as though she understood.

“Who is The Bitch?” Grace asked, looking around for a pet.

“The sourdough starter,” Alix said with a long-suffering sigh.

“Makes sense. So, that was Phyllis,” Grace said when Alix followed her up the steps.

“That was Phyllis,” Alix confirmed.

Inside, Alix’s house was as colorful and cozy as it looked on their FaceTime calls. But calls couldn’t capture the warm, inviting scent of home. They didn’t get beyond the couch, where Grace made Alix sit while she straddled her lap.

“Hi,” Alix muttered against her lips, hands gliding up Grace’s thighs. She loved the way Alix couldn’t stop touching her. The way she made her feel like the sexiest woman she’d ever seen. “I have some sandwich stuff in the fridge if you’re hungry⁠—”

Grace interrupted her with a kiss. Slow and deep and heavy with relief. Five days without Alix’s lips on hers. Without her cologne on her skin and her hands on her body. Was too long. She was starving and doubted that she’d ever get her fill.

“That’s not what I’m craving,” Grace confessed before her kiss turned ravenous. So much for needing wings to fly or fall.


Chapter Thirty



ALIX

Alix wanted to take Grace somewhere local, somewhere that felt like her. Not touristy, not curated. So: The Hollow. The queer vegan-food-joint-slash-dive-bar where Alix and her friends always ended up after long shifts.

Friday night in Silver Lake hummed like a slightly out of tune guitar. Music spilled from open doors, a pit bull on a bejeweled leash strutted past in a striped sweater, and a breeze carried hints of citrus and weed. Neon signs glowed against stucco storefronts, the street alive with people who looked like they’d stepped out of an Urban Outfitters advertisement and never looked back.

Grace, ever polished, fit in and didn’t. Her lipstick gleamed, her light jacket looked immaculately tailored, her heels clicked, and Alix felt that familiar, stupid rush of pride walking beside her. Grace looked like she belonged anywhere, and maybe that included here. The sight of her under the streetlights made Alix’s chest go tight in the best way, like she’d been waiting to show Grace this life and didn’t know until now just how much it mattered.

Grace was here. Here, with her. She tugged her light coat a little tighter, trying to hide her stupid grin in the collar.

The Hollow smelled like beer, basil, and coconut milk cheese. The air hummed with chatter and low laughter, the kind of place where you could overhear a breakup and a band booking in the same five minutes.

Lola spotted her first — pink hair tonight, tattoos visible under a sleeveless band tee, already working toward the bottom of a beer bottle. “Kind of you to pause your sexcapades long enough to join us.”

“Details would only make you jealous,” Alix said, sliding into the booth they always grabbed. She gestured toward Grace. “This is Grace.”

“The Miami lawyer,” Lola said, eyes twinkling. “We’ve heard stories.”

Oscar, perched beside Lola with an Aperol spritz, raised a brow. “So this is the woman who got our girl to go to Florida unironically.”

Grace grinned, easy and self-possessed. “Proud to be a blue dot influencer.”

Lola barked a laugh and waved for the bartender. “First round’s on me. You’re gonna fit in fine.”

Alix exhaled, tension draining. Her world, her friends, Grace’s hand brushing hers under the table. It all felt like two halves of her life finally overlapping. She could feel the weight lifting from her shoulders, replaced by something warmer, quieter. Grace leaned closer to whisper something that made Alix’s laugh bubble out before she could stop it.

They ordered a vegan pizza loaded with veggies and a round of margaritas that hit faster than expected.

Conversation flowed easily. Grace asked Oscar about his art show. Lola roasted Alix for ghosting the salon group chat.

“She goes home for one week and forgets she has friends,” Lola said.

“To be fair,” Grace said, leaning against Alix’s shoulder, “she was very busy losing gingerbread competitions.”

“You lost a gingerbread competition?” Oscar gasped.

“Rigged. My father’s corrupt,” Alix groaned.

The table dissolved into laughter as Grace told stories of the gingerbread, the cowboy boots that Alix learned she’d packed for LA, her twin cousins straight out of The Shining. Alix could feel Grace shaking against her side, her laugh vibrating through her ribs. A buzzy heat bloomed under her skin, but it wasn’t from the tequila. It was Grace, always Grace, looking up at her through her dark lashes, the edge of her mouth curving like she knew exactly what she was doing.

By the second round, Grace’s posture and laugh were looser. Alix couldn’t stop watching how her earrings caught the light, how her eyes lit up when she listened. Every time Grace smiled, something in Alix’s stomach flipped over. She couldn’t stop touching her, either, brushing knees, playing with her hair, kissing her shoulder.

The Hollow filled fast, noise rising around them. Grace leaned closer to hear, the air between them charged. Alix slid an arm around her waist, tugging her into her lap without thinking.

“Sorry, it’s just getting so packed in here,” Alix said, deadpan, even though there was plenty of room.

Grace’s hand landed on her shoulder. “Uh-huh.”

Lola smirked from across the table. “This is a family establishment. Get a room.”

Alix raised her middle finger. “Jealousy’s not your color, Lo.”

Grace tilted her head, her mouth brushing Alix’s ear as she whispered, “You’re different here.”

“How so?” Alix asked, voice a little rough.

“Lighter,” Grace said simply.

That one word hit somewhere deep. Alix didn’t know how to answer, so she pressed a kiss to Grace’s temple. Grace’s hair smelled like her dark floral perfume and Alix breathed her in, wanting to stay in that moment forever.

Later, tipsy and giggling, they spilled into the cool night. The city hummed around them — traffic lights blinking red on Sunset, laughter echoing from a rooftop bar, the faint buzz of someone playing guitar on a porch.

Alix suggested Grace remove her heels for a Bridal Carry 2.0, but Grace insisted she would never be a pata sucia, whatever that meant.

They walked past palm trees and street murals, the air a mixture of orange blossom and exhaust. Grace stopped suddenly, pointing at a shop with a flickering pink neon sign that read: I LEFT MY HEART IN YOUR DMs.

“That’s definitely on-brand for us,” Alix said. “Should we take a selfie?”

“I thought so too.” Grace angled her phone for what could only be categorized as the worst selfie of all time. Somehow, she managed to cut off half of her own face and the neon sign, and only took photos when Alix’s eyes were closed.

Alix finally took pity on her, stealing her phone citing long-arm-tall-person privilege, and took a more flattering photo, then another of her sneak-attack kissing Grace. Grace giggled and they continued walking toward home. “You know, I still have a question, Gator.”

“Oh?”

“Why in the world was your username GoGators? You don’t strike me as a sports fan.”

Grace smirked. “HotBabe69 was sadly taken.”

Alix barked out a laugh that startled a nearby couple. She tugged Grace closer and kissed her, once, twice, again, unable to stop herself. Her lips tasted faintly of lime and salt. When Grace laughed against her mouth, Alix kissed the sound away, chasing it like a dare. “I am changing your contact in my phone immediately,” she murmured against her cheek.

After a few blocks they were back at Phyllis and Alix’s bungalow, the porch light flickering like a dying star. Grace spotted the longboard leaned against the railing.

“Teach me,” Grace demanded in a bratty tone that had Alix playfully smacking her ass.

Alix shook her head. “Absolutely not. You have heels on. And you’re not sober.”

Grace finally kicked off her heels, hair falling around her shoulders. “You’re not sober.”

“I am not,” Alix agreed, grinning.

“C’mon. I was great at rollerblading in the nineties.”

“You were probably eight.”

“Exactly. Peak athleticism.”

Alix sighed but handed it over. “Okay, so, you’re going to step on and evenly distribute your weight between your feet.” Grace stepped on with all the grace of a baby deer.

“Bend your knees,” Alix instructed, holding Grace’s hands to steady her.

Grace bent too far. The board shot out, and they both went down in a heap on the lawn.

“Oh my God! Are you okay?” Alix scrambled up, heart racing, hands immediately skimming Grace’s arms, her hair, her cheek. Her pulse was everywhere at once.

Grace was laughing too hard to answer. “You make that look easier than it is.”

“I have coordination. You have litigation. We all have our strengths, Gator.”

Grace wiped away tears of laughter, cheeks flushed. “You should’ve warned me I’d be falling for you again.”

Alix groaned, half from pain, half from the ache of wanting her. “That was so cheesy, and somehow so cute.” She brushed a few leaves from Grace’s shoulder, her fingers trailing down her arm, lingering longer than necessary. Grace looked up at her with a giddy smile. Alix couldn’t help it, she leaned down and kissed her again, slow and sweet, her hands cradling the back of Grace’s neck.

They stayed in the cool grass, laughter fading into quiet. Somewhere, a siren wailed and a dog howled in solidarity. Grace’s hand found Alix’s, fingers tangling. The skin of her palm was warm, the weight of it grounding. Alix’s thumb traced lazy circles over Grace’s knuckles, her heart still unsteady.

When they finally dragged themselves inside, Alix grabbed a damp paper towel, crouching to dab the scrape on Grace’s elbow.

“You’re bleeding,” Alix pointed out.

“You’re very dramatic,” Grace teased, smiling. “It’s barely a scratch.”

“I’m just thorough.”

“You mean bossy,” Grace corrected. “And hot.”

Alix laughed quietly, that warm, dizzy kind of laughter that lived in her throat. She couldn’t stop touching Grace. The curve of her shoulder, the slope of her jaw, the fall of her hair. She pressed a kiss to her cheek, then another to her temple, then one to her lips, unable to get enough. Grace’s skin was warm beneath her mouth, smelling like sun and salt and tequila. The kind of scent that branded memory into skin.

They were still laughing when they collapsed into bed in a tangle of limbs, languorous kisses, and sleepy smiles. Grace curled into her side, Alix’s fingers tracing slow, wandering paths over her back. Every time Grace sighed, Alix kissed her again, like she could memorize her by touch alone.

“I never thought I’d say this with you,” Grace mumbled, voice slurred with exhaustion, “but I think I might be a little too drunk and tired for sex.”

Alix kissed her forehead, then her hairline, then the corner of her mouth. “Me too. Gross. We’re getting so domestic.”

Grace huffed a laugh.

Outside, the city murmured as the night slipped in through the window — cars, sirens, the distant laughter of a neighbor. Grace’s breath slowed against her chest.

“You make everything feel easy,” Grace murmured, half-asleep.

“It is easy with you,” Alix whispered before she could stop herself.

Grace’s fingers tightened in her shirt. “Good.”

Alix lay awake a little longer, tracing slow circles on Grace’s bare arm, her lips brushing the top of her head. Grace’s heartbeat thudded steady against her ribs, calm and certain, the kind of rhythm Alix could almost believe in.

She could still taste her on her lips. The air was warm, heavy with the faint smell of skin and snow and something new.

For a minute, the world felt still. Too still. The kind of quiet that made her chest tighten, like happiness was a trick she might fall for.

Grace shifted closer in her sleep, a hushed sound caught in her throat, and Alix’s hand stilled. She knew this part — the part where she got scared. The part where good things slipped through her fingers because she was too busy waiting to ruin them.

She closed her eyes and tried to breathe past it, memorizing the weight of Grace against her, just in case.


Chapter Thirty-One



GRACE

Knowing it was too early to get up even before opening her eyes, Grace struggled to stay in a dream. But then a small wave of nausea crested at the top of her stomach, and she remembered the taste of tequila. The smell of dewy grass. The feeling of Alix’s arms around her and the music of her laugh.

Her heart rose, beating too fast to ignore. Grace blinked awake and immediately remembered why her elbow was sore. She bit back a smile in the dark, just in case Alix was awake and her eyes already adjusted. The last thing she wanted to do was remind her of a creepy doll from her aunt’s house.

Alix, however, was still breathing deeply. On her stomach with an arm outstretched, Alix was very asleep. Grace tried so hard to join her. To drift back into whatever her subconscious had created for her.

On her side, Grace’s leg was hooked around Alix’s thigh. She nestled closer to her, palm on her bare back, feeling the rise and fall of her breaths against her skin. Like she might catch her breath in her hand and keep it.

Matching the rhythm of Alix’s inhales, Grace’s nervous system flooded with a calm she’d never experienced in her life. Nothing about being with Alix was like anything she’d ever felt. From the moment they’d met, she’d coaxed out some dormant part of her. Or maybe Alix had built it from scratch, weaving the best parts of Grace into a happier, more content person. A person Grace realized she liked.

Grace had never even been particularly affectionate, and definitely not while she slept. But everything was so different with Alix. So natural.

She closed her eyes and tried to fall back asleep. In that liminal place between dream and reality, Grace imagined herself as a seahorse. So tiny in an ocean so vast and varied and dangerous. Where the swells on the surface crushed, and the predators in the middle killed, and the depths were cold and still and desperately dark.

Hooked around Alix, the currents couldn’t push her wherever they wished. She’d chosen her spot and rooted herself there, and the steady safety was unmatched. Alix was a coral reef of color and life and protection.

How could someone she’d only known for months feel so much like home? She should worry about falling for an illusion, for not having enough time to know whether she could trust the coral branch not to snap. But the more Alix showed her, the more she loved. The more Grace loved her.

Eyes snapping open, Grace decided that she needed to eat something. Hunger was definitely the cause for the roiling in her stomach.

Rolling away quietly, Grace moved soundlessly. In the dark and without contacts in, she reached for the clothes she’d dropped on the floor before slipping into Alix’s bed. Before she’d had some of the best sleep of her life.

It was only when she stepped out into the hall with her glasses on that she realized she’d gotten her jeans, but Alix’s shirt. A faded black tee that was perfectly oversized on Alix but snug on Grace. Instead of going back in and risking waking her, Grace kept the shirt on.

The light cotton and unmistakable scent of Alix’s cologne set off a chemical reaction in Grace’s body. Heat over her skin and a hard flutter in her chest that made a full breath impossible. Lightheaded, Grace floated into the kitchen and became immediately intimidated by Phyllis’s one true love, a fancy espresso maker.

An idea formed while she was already moving. Already putting on a sweatshirt Alix had left on the couch. Black and littered with dinosaur outlines, Grace took a greedy inhale of the collar and went outside.

Without the influence of booze and the night’s sky and Alix’s hands on her hips, she didn’t consider taking the longboard on the porch. Instead, she walked, the early morning cool and bright and brimming with possibility.

The mile walk to the street where the internet said there was a coffee shop was incredible without humidity. Grace absorbed every moment with a deranged grin dying to get loose.

The walk back should have been annoying while she carried a biodegradable tray and bag full of vegan croissants uphill, but all she could see were the cute raised houses and palm trees and inclusive pride flags.

Everything about Alix’s neighborhood was different than hers. By the time she was climbing the porch again, she was debating leaving her firm to sell handmade crafts at farmers markets and live on a lesbian commune.

Tiptoeing back into the house, Grace was relieved that Alix hadn’t woken up yet. She set her prizes on a mismatched nightstand and crawled under the covers.

At the motion, Alix turned. “Hey,” she said, voice groggy while she rubbed one eye. “Happy New Year’s Eve.” She eyed the coffee. “Did you go somewhere?”

Grace ran her hands through Alix’s messy hair. Even her bedhead was cute. “I did.”

Grace kissed her jaw before nestling into the crook of her neck. If she’d ever wanted anything, it was to stay there forever. To exist only in a place where she was breathing Alix in while wrapped around her body. Where she swam in sheets that smelled like her.

“Did you steal my clothes?” She hugged Grace like she’d missed her without even knowing it.

“I did.”

Alix chuckled and squeezed her tighter. “I like that.”

“Me too.”

Grace was unexpectedly drifting to sleep when Alix kissed the top of her head before brushing back the hair she only realized she hadn’t bothered brushing.

“Where did you go?”

“I walked up the street to get us some coffee so that I didn’t lose Phyllis’s approval by messing with her machine.”

“You walked?” Alix asked in the same surprised shriek as if Grace had popped out for a face tattoo. “No one walks in LA.”

Grace chuckled. Nobody walked in Miami either.

“I love your neighborhood.”

Alix made circles over Grace’s back. “I’m pretty lucky. Phyllis has been renting here since the nineties. It’s like a rent-controlled oasis. I’ve never even met or talked to the landlord. Phyllis has handled it all because she’s been here so long.”

A lifetime of believing that renting was akin to flushing money down the toilet almost made Grace ask why she’d rent so long, but she was self-aware enough not to ask.

“Will you show me more of it?” Grace traced the leaves over Alix’s collarbone with her finger. “Your neighborhood?”

“Mm-hmm,” Alix said like she was drifting away.

Grace settled against her chest and closed her eyes. When they woke after inadvertently falling asleep, they drank lukewarm and mediocre coffee and headed out the door.

“I can’t believe you don’t get sick of not having a car,” Grace said when they stepped out of the rideshare and toward a smattering of shops and restaurants.

Instead of heading toward the stretch of businesses, Alix took them to a tucked-away shady alley. “I borrow Phyllis’s when I need it, but everything I need is close enough to ride to.”

Grace was going to ask whether that felt claustrophobic, but they turned a corner and were suddenly in front of a set of rainbow-colored stairs carved into a hill.

“What is this?” Grace asked when the stairs, tagged with only a little graffiti, seemed to lead to nowhere.

“The height of Silver Lake touristy magic.” Alix grinned and Grace imagined her eyes crinkling behind her sunglasses. But it was her dimples that dismantled Grace every time. “Should we try to get a single, in-focus selfie?”

Grace chuckled. “And break our streak? Absolutely not.”

Alix sat halfway up the stairs and parted her thighs. After entertaining a filthy thought for only a second, Grace sat between them. With her arms resting over Grace’s shoulders, Alix positioned her phone for a photo. Unable to help herself, Grace turned her head and kissed Alix’s cheek, knocking her arm.

“You’re a menace,” Alix said with the sun in her smile before dipping down to kiss her lips.

Grinning, Grace reached up to thread her fingers through Alix’s hair and pulled her in closer. She’d never been one for PDA, but when Alix parted her lips with the tip of her tongue, Grace was sure she’d have to defend them against public indecency charges.

It was all Grace could do not to confess that she didn’t want to go back to Miami. That she couldn’t stand the thought of mornings without Alix. That she might never be able to sleep again if it wasn’t curled around her. That food never tasted as good as when they shared it. That she already missed her and ached for her and loved her.

By late afternoon, they were back on Alix’s street and walking hand in hand. An OPEN HOUSE sign on a huge Spanish-style house perched high on a corner caught Grace’s attention. She tugged Alix toward it.

“Damn, Gator. I didn’t know you were a millionaire,” Alix joked when they stopped at the open gate and narrow steps leading up to a bougainvillea-covered wood-framed porch.

“Come on. There’s no cover charge just to walk in.”

Alix laughed while she followed. “Are you a… lookie-loo?” she asked like she was delighted by every new fact about her she collected.

“I prefer to call myself reasonably curious,” Grace replied with an eyebrow wiggle before opening the carved wooden door.

“I’m sure you do,” Alix teased. “You’re going to be such a nightmare of an old lady.”

Grace laughed. “As long as everyone keeps their grass at the regulated height, we won’t have any problems.”

Alix pulled off her sunglasses and shone her bright brown eyes on her. “I bet you look so cute with a little ruler.”

From a gorgeous foyer with an intricate and colorful tile pattern on the floor, they passed a formal dining room. Alix stopped, arms crossed and expression pensive.

“But is this enough room for entertaining?” Alix asked like the unlikable half of a House Hunters couple.

Grace made a sound in her throat to indicate she was giving the question careful consideration. “It might be a tight fit.”

Alix laughed and muttered under her breath. “You might be a tight fit.”

“Hi there.” A blonde woman materialized behind them. “That crown molding is original to the house. The current owners have spent so much time bringing out that 1920s charm.”

“Wasn’t the house built in the forties?” a man asked while on the way out.

The realtor shot him a glare as if to say You’re not buying, Bob. You’re dead to me. She smiled at Grace as much as fillers would allow.

“Is it just the two of you?” the realtor asked. “This is a great starter home,” she said of a place that could house a basketball team.

“Just me and the missus,” Alix replied before Grace could correct her assumption about their status.

The realtor beamed. “Newlyweds? Oh, you’re going to love it here.” She looked toward the door where another couple had walked in. “Why don’t you check out the kitchen and I’ll be right in to see if you have any questions?”

“I hope it’s a chef’s kitchen,” Alix said so sincerely that Grace almost forgot they’d been joking.

After a full tour, and deep conversation about how they’d make changes to suit their tastes, they ended up outside. The high-walled backyard offered no privacy from all the packed together two-story houses with a view right into the yard, but it did offer the illusion of seclusion.

“Oh, my God.” Grace squeezed Alix’s arm. “It has a guest house.” She led them toward it. “Couldn’t you imagine Phyllis living here?” She opened the door to a quaint but spacious one-room house larger than Grace’s first apartment.

Alix ran her hand over the butcher block counter in the tiny kitchen. “Or… Connie,” she said, voice light, teasing, like they were still playing house.

Grace caught the slip in tone. The silence that followed stretched too long, and something in her chest twisted.

She leaned back against the sink, fingers gripping the porcelain edge until it bit into her palms. The game dissolved, leaving that hollow echo of what it had almost felt like. Because that’s what it was. A game. A house they’d never buy. A guest space they’d never fill.

Guilt hit her low and sharp. She’d let herself imagine it. Alix’s laughter in the mornings. The warm comfort of her body at night. A version of her life that didn’t belong to her.

The truth was harder. Her real life waited three thousand miles away, full of clients and deadlines and the hum of expectation. Miami was movement and order. Alix’s world spun on the axis of something wilder, messier, softer.

For a heartbeat, Grace almost said it out loud. How in the world will this work? But she couldn’t bear to watch the spark fade from Alix’s eyes.

She didn’t have to speak. The light went out on its own.

Something in Alix dimmed, subtle but unmistakable. Her shoulders dropped. Her face went still. “We should go,” she said, the words too casual to be anything but defense.

Before Grace could speak, Alix was already walking out.

Her footsteps echoed down the tile hall, each one landing like a small loss. Grace followed, slow at first, then faster, a quiet panic climbing her ribs.

By the time she caught up in the main house, Alix’s energy had changed completely. The brightness was gone, replaced by something shuttered. The woman who’d been all laughter minutes earlier now moved like she was carrying something heavy she didn’t trust anyone to touch.

“Alix,” Grace said, barely more than a breath.

Alix looked at her, then away. “It’s fine.”

It wasn’t. Grace felt it in the quiet. The way the air had cooled. The way the day’s light turned brittle around them before it shattered. She didn’t know exactly what she’d broken. Only that she had.


Chapter Thirty-Two



ALIX

The walk home was quieter than it should’ve been. The sun sagged low over the hills, painting everything in that lazy, golden light that made the whole world look more cinematic. They walked side by side but didn’t touch. Alix could feel the ghost of Grace’s hand near hers, could almost imagine the static of skin brushing skin, but neither of them reached.

Her body still hummed from the morning. From Grace’s mouth, her laugh. But her chest felt too tight, too full. The realtor’s question echoed in her head: Are you newlyweds? And her own smartass answer — the missus — was suddenly less of a joke and more of a goddamn vision. It was so real, and she knew it’d absolutely break her to get her hopes up only to inevitably mess it all up.

She told herself she was overthinking. That this was just what she did. She spun harmless moments into catastrophes. But underneath the self-mockery sat the truth. She was terrified. Terrified of how easy it had been to imagine a life with Grace. Terrified that she wanted it. Terrified that they lived on opposite sides of the country and she’d fallen in love anyway. Terrified of the next step, of what was always next. She’d fuck everything up and let Grace down.

Inside, the house felt smaller, like the walls had shrunk while they were gone.

“That place was really beautiful,” Grace said finally, voice light, testing. “You could have an amazing studio in that guest house, you know.”

Alix’s throat tightened. “You mean if I ever got my shit together enough to own anything?”

Grace blinked, frowning. “That’s not what I⁠—”

Alix cut her off with a smile that felt sharp at the edges. “Nah, I get it. I’d look cuter with a mortgage.”

The air went heavy. Grace didn’t answer, and Alix could practically hear the sound of herself screwing it up.

She started moving, couldn’t stop moving. Gathered coffee cups. Opened the window. Vigorously fed and mixed Phyllis’s sourdough starter. She could feel Grace’s eyes following her, patient and quiet, which only made her want to crawl out of her own skin.

Too fast. Too good. Too dangerous. She deserves someone with a solid net worth, not a roommate with a dinosaur hoodie.

Grace asked, “So, is this your thing?”

Alix froze mid-motion, the coffee cup she’d been rinsing clinking too loud against the sink. “My what?”

“Pushing people away when you get scared?”

A laugh burst out of her before she could stop it — too loud, too sharp. “You think that’s what this is?”

Grace didn’t even blink. Alix imagined this was how she looked in court. Calm, methodical, annoyingly correct. It was extremely attractive, which was infuriating given the circumstances.

“Isn’t it?” Grace asked.

Alix turned, crossing her arms so she wouldn’t fidget. “What does the future even look like for us, huh?” The words came faster than she meant them to. “You think I’m some kind of safe bet, but I’m not. We live on opposite sides of the country, and so far it’s been really fun getting to know one another, but what happens when it’s missed calls and late nights at work and we just… fizzle out?”

Her voice cracked halfway through, the sound splitting the air. She hated how small it made her sound.

Grace stepped closer, steady as a tide. “You think you’re the only one scared? I came here because I am scared, and I’m still here.”

That landed in her chest like a stone dropped into water.

Alix’s heart thudded against her ribs, uneven and angry. Her skin felt too tight, her pulse too loud in her ears. She wanted to say something clever, to turn it into a joke, but nothing came.

She felt like she was watching herself from the ceiling — arms crossed, jaw tight, standing in her own kitchen with the best thing that had ever happened to her and somehow still finding the self-destruct button.

“I don’t…” She swallowed hard. “I don’t know how to do this, okay? This… thing.”

Grace blinked, but she didn’t move.

Alix kept talking, because silence meant thinking, and thinking meant feeling. “Everyone leaves when they figure out what a fucking mess I am. That I can’t offer a house with a casita for your mom. Or a stable career, or whatever grown-up version of myself I was supposed to be by now. And you’ll leave, too. So let’s just skip it, yeah?”

Her throat burned. Her palms itched. Every cell in her body was screaming run.

Grace’s voice was certain. “I’m not everyone. And this isn’t all about you.”

That stopped her cold. The words hung in the air, quiet but heavy.

Alix blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re not the only one with fear in this room. You don’t get to make me the villain in your preemptive breakup fantasy.”

A laugh escaped her, hollow and defensive. “Breakup fantasy? That’s a new one.”

Grace shook her head, exhaling through her nose like she was trying not to lose patience. “You’re scared, I get it. But you don’t get to decide how this ends without even giving it a chance to begin.”

The floor felt like it was tilting. Alix hated that she couldn’t think of a single comeback that didn’t sound like begging. Her pulse was a drumbeat of panic in her neck.

She dropped her gaze, voice smaller now. “But…”

Grace took another step closer, close enough that Alix could smell her floral perfume, feel the calm radiating off her like warmth from a sun she couldn’t look at directly.

“Alix,” Grace whispered. “I’m here. And I may live across the country right now, but we don’t have to figure that part out tonight. I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

The steadiness in her tone undid everything Alix had built to protect herself. The walls, the sarcasm, the exit routes — gone. She felt her chest cave inward, the pressure behind her eyes giving way.

“Don’t say that unless you mean it,” Alix whispered.

“I do. I mean it.”

And just like that, she believed her. She trusted her. She loved her.

The tightness in her chest snapped, and the tears came hot and sudden. Embarrassing. Childish. She pressed her palms to her eyes like that would stop them, but it just made her shake harder.

Grace didn’t rush her. Didn’t reach for her. Just waited, calm and unshaken, until Alix finally dropped her hands.

“What are you so afraid of right now?” Grace asked, quiet but unyielding.

Alix exhaled, ragged. The words came out before she could think. “No one has ever loved me this way before.”

It wasn’t a plea. Just a truth she’d never said out loud.

Grace’s face softened in a way that made Alix’s stomach twist. “Yeah, well. No one’s ever made me feel like I wasn’t too much before.”

Alix let out a wet laugh that was mostly a sob. She stepped closer, close enough to see the gold in Grace’s hazel eyes, the freckle near her temple. Her thumb brushed Grace’s jaw, and Grace leaned into it.

Everything slowed. The hum of the city outside, the dimming light, the sound of their breathing syncing up.

“I love you,” Alix said. Her voice barely a whisper. No joke, no bravado. Just the truth. She said it again, reverent. “I love you and I am so scared to lose you.”

Grace’s breath caught. She nodded and pulled Alix down to her mouth. When they kissed, it wasn’t frantic or hungry. It was slow, certain, like a promise she didn’t know how to make any other way.

Grace’s hands found her waist. Alix’s fingers slid into her hair, tugging her closer, gentler than their first time but still insistent.

Alix pressed her forehead to Grace’s and thought, So this is what staying feels like.

Grace smiled against her mouth, and Alix felt the warmth of it flood through her. The fear was still there, but quieter now. It was something she could hold in her hands instead of running from.

Grace’s breath mingled with hers. The quiet between them wasn’t heavy anymore. It was warm, thrumming, filled with breaths and those little noises Grace made low in her throat when they kissed.

When Grace’s fingertips brushed the side of her face, Alix felt the smallest tremor run down her spine. The kind of touch that said You don’t have to bolt this time. She leaned in until their foreheads rested together.

“I love you,” Alix repeated. She’d never, ever get sick of saying that.

The next kiss built gradually, hesitant, then certain. Alix moved closer, hands sliding over the cotton of Grace’s shirt, every inch committed to memory.

The fear she’d carried all day loosened its grip, replaced by something steadier. She let herself feel the rise of Grace’s chest against her own, the flutter of her pulse under her palm.

“Hey,” Grace whispered, voice rough around the edges.

“Yeah.”

“I love you, too,” she said. “You…” Grace took a breath so deep it snatched the air from Alix’s lungs too. “Are more than enough exactly how you are.”

It was the gentlest undoing imaginable.

Alix caught Grace’s hips and lifted her easily onto the counter, the movement natural, sure. They kissed as Alix fumbled off Grace’s jeans, both of them grinning and laughing through the awkward movements. Grace tried to leave her underwear on, but Alix rolled her eyes and pulled those down right along with her jeans. Grace kicked her feet until the jeans slid to the floor. Alix’s hands lingered at her bare knees, sliding down, grounding herself in the warmth of skin and the rise of Grace’s breath.

Then she sank to her knees — not in surrender, but in reverence — looking up at her and feeling like Grace was something holy and close, something she’d spend the rest of her life learning by heart.

Grace’s hands threaded into Alix’s hair. “If you keep looking up at me like that without putting your mouth on me, I’m going to take matters into my own hands.”

“So impatient,” Alix said, grinning. She slid her hands up Grace’s thighs, reveling in the silken feel of Grace’s perfect skin. She’d never, ever, ever get enough of this.

“Alix,” Grace hissed, and Alix huffed another laugh.

She nipped at Grace’s inner thigh.

“I’m just thinking about my New Year’s resolution,” Alix said, letting her warm breath play across Grace’s molten center.

“Your… what?” Grace’s knuckles were white on the edge of the counter.

“My resolution is to do this at every opportunity. I think I could exist on this alone, honestly,” Alix said, sliding a finger over Grace’s entrance, up toward her clit.

“You won’t exist at all if I accidentally snap your neck with my thighs,” Grace said through clenched teeth.

Alix’s laugh was buried as she let her tongue draw a long, lazy line through Grace’s heat. Grace’s head tipped back against the cupboard. She tasted heavenly, sweet and rich, and Alix could feel her own damp underwear as she shifted, burying her mouth in Grace.

She traced a hand over Grace’s hip as Grace rocked against her mouth, and Alix let out a low moan of approval, licking and sucking, then sliding one, two fingers into Grace, curling her fingers in time with her tongue.

No frantic pace, no defense mechanisms. Just warmth, gravity, and the slow rhythm of two people finally exhaling.

When Alix’s name left Grace’s lips, it sounded like a promise. And when she arched forward, crying out in climax and clenching around Alix’s fingers and mouth, Alix worked her through it until she relaxed, sliding forward until Alix caught her, the both of them landing in a spent puddle on the floor.

Later — minutes, hours, she couldn’t tell — they lay tangled together in Alix’s sheets under the dim light, skin damp, air still humming with heat. Grace’s head rested on Alix’s chest, her hand drawing idle patterns along her ribs.

Alix stared at the ceiling, half-dazed, her mind looping on the same impossible thought: that she could finally stop running. That she didn’t want to run anymore.

Outside, fireworks cracked, faint and far away. Grace murmured something she couldn’t quite catch, but Alix understood anyway. She turned her head, kissed the crown of Grace’s hair, and whispered into the quiet, “Happy New Year.”

Grace smiled against her skin. “Happy New Year. This is gonna be the best one yet, I can tell.”

Alix let her eyes fall shut. For the first time in years, she didn’t brace for the crash after the spark. She believed — quietly, fiercely, somewhere deep within her soul — that something good had finally decided to stay. And with that steadiness, they could find their way through any obstacle. Together.


Chapter Thirty-Three



GRACE

Gripping Alix’s headboard, Grace rolled her hips slowly. Her quads burned with the effort of straddling Alix’s mouth. Pale morning light glowed faintly around the closed curtains, revealing that the new year had well and truly arrived.

Alix moaned into Grace, one hand buried between her own thighs while the other slid up Grace’s hip, fingers digging into her. Grace rode Alix’s tongue, her steady rhythm finally rewarded by Alix’s sexy, albeit muffled, orgasm.

When Alix was satisfied, at least temporarily, Grace slid off and reached for the water on the nightstand. Alix refused it, like she didn’t want to wash Grace away with something as silly as hydration.

“Do you think Phyllis left to avoid hearing us having sex?” Grace asked with Alix’s nude form draped over hers, slick with perspiration and warm from a morning greeted by Grace’s body.

It wasn’t the question Grace wanted to ask, but she didn’t know how to pose the real one without sounding pathetic. Alix peppered Grace’s neck with lazy kisses.

She chuckled, distracted fingers skimming the curve of Grace’s hip. “I doubt it. She sleeps in a sound deprivation chamber. Though I’ve never been sure if it’s to keep noise out or in.”

“May she and my Tia Sylvia never meet,” Grace joked, annoyed with herself that an indirect question had gotten the wrong response.

“It can only end in world domination. I’m just not sure if it’s for good or evil.” Alix played along, increasing the anxiety that had started to churn in Grace’s empty stomach.

Welp. Pathetic it is.

“So she can’t hear when you have other women over?”

“Not that she’s ever mentioned, but I’m not usually into porn star screaming.”

Grace shifted. She hated feeling stupid for needing explicit clarification about their relationship status, but that didn’t dampen her need to know.

Closing her eyes tight enough to see thousands of points of silvery light, Grace grabbed the metaphorical bandage with both hands and tore it clean off.

“Do you intend to continue sleeping with other women?” Grace hated the way she’d asked it immediately. She should have gone to shower, or refill the water glass, or anything that bought her a few minutes alone to craft her question.

Alix popped up, brow furrowed. “What?”

“I’m not pushing you for anything,” Grace replied, words flying out of her like an out-of-control treadmill. “I just want to set my expectations accordingly.” She tried to cloak herself in dispassionate logic, even if the idea of someone else in Alix’s bed made her chest and stomach burn.

Alix’s furrowed brow gave way to smirk. “Babe, you think I’ve so much as looked at anyone else in months?”

“I don’t know. You don’t owe me⁠—”

Alix cut her off with a kiss, unexpectedly deep, as if to chase away the fears pressing in on their peace. She shifted her weight to get on top of Grace. It was unfair how perfectly her hips fit between Grace’s thighs. How wrong Grace’s body felt without Alix’s weight keeping her grounded.

“I didn’t hallucinate dropping that enormous L-bomb, did I?” Alix held Grace’s gaze as if she could never look anywhere else.

Grace swallowed, embarrassingly hard and probably audible. “No, but⁠—”

“Maybe I said it too soon, and you think I say it to everyone, but I definitely do not.” Alix was so rarely completely serious, it forced Grace to pay attention.

“That doesn’t mean you won’t get lonely…” She trailed her fingers over Alix’s clavicle.

“Oh, I’ll be lonely,” Alix agreed when she dipped down to kiss Grace’s neck. “But lonely for you. Not anyone else.”

Grace relaxed under her touch, giving her overthinking brain a break. She was squirming under Alix’s scorching mouth when Alix popped up again.

“Did you want us to continue seeing other people?” Her messy hair and soft, worried eyes cleaved Grace’s heart in two.

Grace considered making a joke, but she pulled Alix down to her waiting mouth instead. “I’d like you to forget that any other woman has ever existed for all time.” She bit Alix’s bottom lip and tugged.

Alix chuckled into their kiss, filling Grace with unbearable light. “Damn, I never realized how badly I wanted a possessive girlfriend.” She punctuated her staked claim by grinding gently against Grace.

“I like how that sounds.” Grace hooked her legs around Alix, hands roaming over her bare back. She wanted to memorize how her muscles flexed when moved like this.

“The damn or the girlfriend?” Alix joked, mouth hot and wet when she slid down her throat.

“What else do you want?” Grace’s question was half moan, but fully sincere. She wanted to give Alix everything she’d ever wanted in every way she possibly could, and maybe even in ways she couldn’t.

Alix stopped the slow grinding that had been sending waves of gentle heat through Grace’s body. The sudden stillness was charged with the raw power of an electrical storm. When she looked at Grace, all her playfulness was gone, replaced with an intensity that made Grace forget how to breathe while the rest of her caught fire.

“Everything,” Alix whispered. “I want all of you. Every single thing you think you’re supposed to hide. I want your too much and not enough.” She dipped down and pressed a firm, slow kiss to Grace’s stunned mouth. “Right now… I’ll settle for being so completely yours that you leave here with no doubt that you possess me.” She kissed the doubts out of Grace’s mind but didn’t pause the onslaught of everything Grace wanted to hear. Needed to hear. “I want you to own me. I want you so deep inside of me that there’s no room for anything but you. I want to feel you take it all, and then I want to break for you.”

Years of expensive schooling, and all she could manage was an ineloquent and breathless “Fuck.” She wrapped her arms around Alix and pulled her down. She never imagined that a single person could be so perfectly suited to her. No one had ever read her so well. Had ever fed oxygen to her fire rather than trying to smoother what they couldn’t control.

Minutes later, Grace was adjusting Alix’s strap to her hips. It was too tight, but she would happily pay for Alix’s lustful expression with chafed skin.

“Goddamn, you look so good.” Alix’s gaze dripped over Grace’s body like melting wax as she walked back into the bedroom.

Grace had always felt a little stupid walking around with seven inches of silicone protruding from her body, but the way Alix looked at her made her feel sexy and powerful. It gave her a little saunter while she moved toward the bed, confidence growing with each step.

“Come here,” Grace demanded when she stopped at the foot of Alix’s bed.

Alix bit her bottom lip like she was wondering where disobedience might get her. Whether it would be worth the risk. It only took a second for her to scoot down toward her.

Grace indulged her greedy eyes. There had never been a more beautiful sight than Alix with one hand behind her head and the other resting over her abdomen. Muscular legs hanging off the edge of the bed.

“Let me see you,” Grace breathed.

Alix’s perfect mouth crept into a lopsided grin. She planted one foot on the bed and let her hand drift down her torso. “Like this?” she asked innocently, like she didn’t know full well exactly what Grace wanted to see. “So you know what I look like when I want you but you’re not here?”

The moment Alix slid her hand between her thighs and sighed, Grace bit her lip. She wanted to watch every slow roll of Alix’s fingers, to memorize the way her chest flushed, but the urge to be the cause of it won out.

Grace coated the strap in lube, taking longer than necessary when she noticed Alix’s eyes brighten at the sight.

“Open.”

Alix followed her command, putting both feet on the bed and parting her thighs wider. Her fingers never stopped moving and Grace’s pulse never stopped pounding.

“Please,” Alix moaned, fingers moving faster and back arching off the bed. “I need you.”

“I wish you could see how fucking sexy you look right now.” Grace hooked her arms under Alix’s thighs and dragged her closer. “Say please again.”

Alix cursed. “Please, baby. I need you to fuck me. I need⁠—”

Grace pressed the strap to her entrance, cutting her off. Jaw tense and head back, Alix was breathtaking. Grace wanted to hold her there. To keep her suspended in a perpetual state of agonizing want, but not as badly as she wanted to make her hers.

When Grace slid inside, slowly and without resistance, Alix stopped touching herself. Grabbing at the mattress with both hands, Alix’s mouth dropped open.

“Deeper,” Alix groaned, eyes half-lidded when she looked up at Grace for the briefest moment before she closed them again.

Grace’s desire roared. Wrapping her arms around Alix’s strong thighs, she picked up her legs and rested them against her chest. She leaned forward, rocking Alix’s hips up to get in as deep as she could. “You’re taking it so well. Breathe. That’s a good girl.”

Moaning her encouragement, Alix trembled underneath her. With every shallow, slow thrust, Alix inched closer to the edge. Grace already knew her body well enough to know that. And this time, Grace had no intention of holding her there.

“Tell me you’re mine,” Grace demanded right before she pulled out completely, rubbing the strap against Alix’s clit. Letting it slide over her and making painfully insufficient contact.

“I’m yours, baby. I’m⁠—”

Grace thrust into her hard and deep, sending Alix arching off the bed.

“God. Yes. Do that again. Please.” Alix’s begging was on the edge of frantic, and nothing had ever sounded better.

Grace was happy to give her what she asked for. Over and over until every muscle in Grace’s body burned and she wasn’t sure whether she could continue without collapsing.

And then Alix’s fingers were digging into her back, and she panted a desperate, “I love you.”

Mustering every drop of energy and willpower she’d ever had, Grace maintained her punishing pace while Alix made good on her promise. Until she came hard and loud and only for her.

Chest burning like she’d run a fucking marathon, Grace crumpled onto the bed next to Alix.

“Grace,” Alix panted, eyes closed and chest heaving. “That’s it. I’m fucking moving to Miami.”


Chapter Thirty-Four



ALIX

Grace sat on the counter wearing one of Alix’s old band tees — The Shrikes: Heart’s Content Tour 2017 — and Alix had to look away every few seconds just to keep breathing. The shirt was worn thin, but it looked different on Grace. Better. Like it had been waiting for her.

Alix should’ve felt triumphant with the hot lawyer in her kitchen, sunshine in her hair, this morning’s mind-blowingly good sex still buzzing in her bloodstream, but the whole thing made her heart ache in a way that was almost too much.

She pretended to focus on the tofu scramble in front of her. “Apparently, how you spend midnight and New Year’s Day sets the tone for your year,” she said, just to fill the silence.

Grace took a slow sip of coffee, eyes still a little sleepy. “Then I guess we’re in for a year of lots of sex.”

Alix laughed, too loud. “God, I hope so.”

It came out breezy, but inside she could feel the wobble. The small voice reminding her she’d once promised herself not to get too attached, not to start planning futures she couldn’t keep.

She flipped the tofu again, letting the sizzle drown out her thoughts. She’d added extra spices this time, things Connie swore by in her cookbook, and the smell alone almost made her proud.

Grace forked a bite from the pan. “Okay, this is… actually good.”

“Don’t sound so surprised,” Alix said.

“I’m serious.” Grace grinned. “You’re a whole domestic Goddess.”

Alix pointed the spatula at her. “Let’s not get carried away. I’m still the kind of person who eats chips for dinner.”

“Balance,” Grace said. “You’re thriving.”

They ate off mismatched plates on the counter, knees brushing. Sunlight filtered through the window, catching in Grace’s dark hair to highlight it golden, and Alix couldn’t stop thinking about how fast she could fall in love with this version of her life. How much she already was. It was terrifying.

Grace set her fork down after a while, her voice more restrained than usual. “So, I know you were like, sex-high, but… would you ever move?”

Alix froze mid-bite. Her first instinct was to joke — Yeah, sure, I’ll start packing — but she could feel that wasn’t what Grace was asking. She was asking if Alix could do something real. Something lasting.

“Yeah,” Alix said eventually. “I mean… yeah, of course.”

Grace tilted her head. “You’d move?”

Alix shrugged, trying to look casual while her pulse hammered in her throat. “I mean, it’s too early to really think about that, right? But I guess we have to figure out what long distance even looks like for us.”

“Right,” Grace said carefully.

“Maybe I come to Miami for Valentine’s Day,” Alix added quickly, relieved to have something practical to say. “You’ve already taken so much time off work, and I know you’re stressed about that. My schedule’s flexible. And I wanna hang out with the cats. Let them meet their new stepmom.”

Grace smiled at that, but the expression didn’t quite hide the flicker of worry in her eyes. “Stepmom, huh?”

Alix nodded solemnly. “I plan to be the cool one who lets them on the counter.”

Grace laughed, but Alix could feel her watching her too closely, like she might catch the tremor in her voice.

“And after Valentine’s Day?” Grace asked.

“We figure it out.” It was supposed to sound confident. Instead it came out small, uncertain.

Grace hesitated. “Long term, I could move to LA.”

The idea hit Alix like a flash of heat. “No,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “That’s way more complicated. You have Connie. I don’t even know how the bar works, but I’m sure it’s a nightmare. Way easier for me to move. I already looked into it. My license would transfer fine to Florida after some paperwork.”

Grace blinked. “You’ve already looked into it?”

Alix met her gaze, trying to smile but feeling her throat tighten. “I was curious,” she said, which was technically true. “And maybe a little serious. About you. About us. My only hangup is Phyllis. I don’t know how she affords this place without my rent. I’m sure she’d find another Craigslist roomie, but Phyllis is an acquired taste, you know?” She exhaled, looking down at her hands. “I just… I want this to work, Grace. I don’t know what that looks like yet, but I’m trying. I’m really trying.”

Grace searched her face. “Hey,” she said quietly. “You don’t have to have it all figured out today.”

“I know.” Alix forced a shaky laugh. “But I’m usually great at the whole ‘go with the flow’ thing. Until this, apparently. And then I say dumb stuff and ruin perfectly good tofu scrambles.”

Grace reached out, brushing her thumb across the back of Alix’s hand. “You didn’t ruin anything.”

That simple touch unraveled her a little.

For the rest of the day, Alix held on to the small things. Grace’s hand finding hers under the blanket, her quiet laugh as they continued their CSI marathon from Aunt Sylvia’s house, the weight of her head on Alix’s shoulder. Every moment felt borrowed, precious.

“Promise me lots of phone sex,” Alix said as they curled together on the couch watching the sunset through the windows, her voice already drowsy. “And, like, a tasteful amount of nudes.”

Grace laughed. “You’re shameless.”

“Completely. It’s part of my charm.”

Grace leaned up and kissed her jaw. “It’s working.”

They made a lazy dinner from whatever was in the fridge — leftover pasta, olives, a mystery jar of sun-dried tomatoes. They ate on the couch, watching another episode, and by the time the credits rolled, Grace was half-asleep against her.

Alix pressed her lips to Grace’s hair, her chest tightening with something tender and terrifying all at once. Tomorrow, Grace would be gone. And then it’d be six weeks until she’d see her again. She let herself breathe out, envisioning Valentine’s Day in Miami to get her through.

She didn’t know what the next month or year would look like. How they’d juggle flights and time zones and fear, but for the first time, she wanted to find out.

Alix closed her eyes, feeling Grace breathe against her collarbone, and thought, If this is how the year starts, maybe I don’t have to brace for the ending.

It should’ve been easy — lying there, letting herself rest — but Alix’s brain kept whirring, spinning through memories like a deck of old Polaroids she’d meant to throw out.

She hadn’t thought about Kirstin in so long, but something about the quiet always brought old ghosts back. Maybe it was the contrast — the calm in her chest now versus the constant, anxious performance she’d called love back then.

Kirstin, and all of her exes, for that matter, had loved the version of her that simply enhanced the existing scenery. The one who stayed bright and uncomplicated, always up for a drink, always fine. Alix the fun one, the fixer, the woman who made other people’s lives easier just by orbiting them.

She’d built that version of herself out of habit and fear, and Kirstin had adored it. Adored it as long as Alix stayed small. As long as she didn’t ask for too much.

The second she’d needed softness, real softness, not sex or distraction, Kirstin had made her feel like she’d changed the rules mid-game. Like vulnerability was a bait-and-switch.

It had taught her something ugly and quiet: that being wanted wasn’t the same as being chosen. That being useful was safer than being seen.

Grace stirred beside her, murmuring something unintelligible, her breath warm against Alix’s skin. Alix brushed a strand of hair off her face and felt that little quake in her chest again. The one that came every time she realized Grace wasn’t going anywhere.

Grace didn’t need her to be easy. Didn’t reward her for pretending everything was fine. She asked questions. She stayed through the silences. She held her when the jokes ran out.

It terrified Alix sometimes, how much it mattered. How much she wanted to get it right.

Kirstin used to say she loved how easy she was.

Grace loved her anyway.

Grace shifted closer in her sleep, instinctively tucking her closer. Alix turned toward her, pressing her forehead to Grace’s temple, breathing her in until the old ghosts quieted.


Chapter Thirty-Five



GRACE

Miami was cold and colorless without Alix. Grace moved through a house that was suddenly all cold surfaces and sharp edges while she got ready for work.

She couldn’t blame jet lag for the sleepless night, or even the stress of all the work waiting for her in the office. Work she’d meant to do in the margins of her LA trip but couldn’t manage to prioritize. Couldn’t find the will to care about.

Sleep had been impossible in a huge and unforgivingly empty bed. Sheila and Icarus, rarely clingy, had been glued to her while she laid there. She couldn’t be sure, but there was something in their unusually quiet and affectionate treatment that made Grace think they understood what an embarrassingly sad sack she was.

Blow-drying the layered hair she was still getting the hang of styling, she imagined Alix sitting on the counter, legs slowly swinging over the edge while she kept her company. Grace smiled to herself. Just the thought of Alix was a hit of adrenaline. The soaring high of paragliding that lifted her chest and mood right before slamming her into the side of a mountain.

With a groan, Grace gave up on her half-damp hair and put that shit in a high pony. It was still early, but not so early that she had time to drop onto the couch in nothing but a bra and high-waisted pants. For once, Grace couldn’t find the will to care about beating traffic. She opened her photos and went immediately to her new favorite.

Alix mid-laugh, dimples carving into her perfect face. They’d been sitting on her couch and eating the spiciest hand-pulled noodles ever made. Grace’s mouth still burned at the memory, but not as much as her sore chest did.

When Grace strolled into work, she was still earlier than any of the partners, but not first. It was strange to see the lights on in a few associates’ offices when hers was dark. And even stranger that she couldn’t summon a single fuck to give.

At her desk, Grace moved from muscle memory. She answered emails, communicating with clients the only task she hadn’t neglected, and then opened her calendar to prepare herself for the week. Impressed with herself, she made it a solid hour before picking up her phone and texting Alix that she missed her.

Alix wouldn’t see the message for hours yet, but Grace wanted her to have it waiting for her. Wanted Alix to think of her when she was still sleepy and warm.

“Trip was that good, huh?”

Ivy’s sudden appearance scared the hell out of Grace. Reflexively, she turned her phone over, hiding her screen.

“Were you sexting your new girlfriend?” Ivy wiggled her brows and took a sip of her coffee.

Grace playfully rolled her eyes and gestured for Ivy to close the door and sit. When she did, Ivy was openly giddy. “Did you elope? Get knocked up? Matching tattoos? Tell me everything.”

Despite her intention to be as miserable as possible in Alix’s absence, Grace chuckled. “I can’t tell which one of those is the most commitment.”

Ivy smiled, softening a face that looked sharp with her red hair pulled back in a bun for court. “Well, I was suggesting all three. You are an all-in or all-out girl.” She leaned forward. “Now tell me everything about your trip, and don’t you dare leave out a single salacious detail.”

Truth bubbled up from Grace’s aching stomach and kicked to get free. “It was incredible,” she said shyly. “I love her.”

The three syllables were woefully inadequate to express the shimmering magic she felt in Alix’s presence. The way her soul felt bright and new and totally unencumbered when Alix reached for her hand. The way their interlocked fingers made Grace feel whole. Real. Loved.

Ivy listened while Grace recounted one of the best weekends of her life in vibrant detail because she wanted to relive every moment too. Wanted to hear the noise of The Hollow and feel the solace of wearing Alix’s clothes.

Ivy’s fair skin flushed when she beamed. “I haven’t seen you this happy since… ever, maybe? God, Grace, I’m so happy for you.”

The genuine joy in Ivy’s voice should’ve made Grace feel lighter, but it landed like a stone in her gut. Happiness felt fraudulent when she was still missing such a key part of the story. When she couldn’t understand just how miraculous her feelings for Alix were.

Ivy’s grin disappeared, replaced by a furrowed brow. “Hey. What was that? You just went somewhere else.”

Grace averted her eyes like the absolute coward she was — had been. “There’s something else… Something, I, um, haven’t told you…”

“Girl, talk significantly faster.” Ivy’s body tightened with anxiety. “You’re making me nervous. Is she married? Is she a serial killer?”

“No, it’s not about Alix.”

“Grace, I love you, but you’re killing⁠—”

“It’s about Julie,” Grace blurted. Just saying her name started a tremor in Grace’s hands when her stomach lurched.

“Julie?” Ivy shook her head as if running through a catalogue of options because Grace was taking too long explaining. “Was she still mad about that hearing? It went fine, we⁠—”

“We were together.” Grace unleashed the secret that had felt so enormous for so long but sounded like a meaningless wisp when she let it out.

Ivy’s mouth opened, then closed. She blinked, processing the three words as if they were a foreign language she was slowly translating. “Together?” she finally echoed, her voice a near-whisper. “You and… Julie Julie — Julie? Our Julie?”

Grace could only nod. The shame was so heavy it felt like a physical weight on her shoulders. She braced for the judgment.

But Ivy’s shock didn’t curdle into judgment. It sharpened into something else entirely. Her face, usually so open and expressive, went unnervingly still. She leaned back in her chair. “For how long?”

“Two years. It ended maybe nine months ago.” Grace was surprised that the absence that haunted her was so hazy now. Like the relationship had happened to someone else.

“And the whole time… no one knew.” It wasn’t a question.

Grace shook her head. “It was a condition. The secrecy.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.” Shame flushed cold and rancid in Grace’s belly. “I’ve never gotten any advantage⁠—”

“Grace, please.” Ivy shook her head. “Absolutely no one with a single brain cell would think that you haven’t worked your ass off, or that Julie would ever be ruled by the emotion required for favoritism.” She paused, her shoulders dropping. “I just can’t believe you suffered through all of that alone.”

All Grace had was a useless shrug. In the light of day, it all seemed so wrong now. To be asked to keep an entire life with someone quiet. To be hidden. To be a secret. “I promised her,” she said, exhausted. “And you work here. I couldn’t…”

“Fuck that promise,” Ivy said with thundering conviction. “Fuck Julie, and this job. What matters is that my friend got her heart broken and felt like she couldn’t tell me. Couldn’t tell anyone,” she added in disgust. “That’s just wrong, Grace.”

Ivy stood to drag Grace out of her seat and into a hug. Grace didn’t resist. She squeezed Ivy and wished she could explain how many times she’d wanted to tell her the truth.

“I always hated her. She treats you like a workhorse. Now I want to key her car,” Ivy said when she let her go. “But that’s not the point.”

Grace chuckled, low and tired. “Well, then I’m glad I didn’t tell you when I was still heartbroken or we both would’ve gotten fired.”

Ivy leaned against Grace’s desk, gaze searching. “You never owed that woman or this place your silence, babe.” She squeezed Grace’s arm. “But you know, I have never seen you happier than in the last hour when you were talking about Alix.” She smiled wistfully. “It’s like she turned the light on.”

Grace couldn’t deny that it was exactly how being with Alix felt. Like a switch flipped. A new life discovered. A life more earnest in every possible way.

“I’m so happy for you, Grace.”

“Me too.”

After Ivy left, Grace swiveled her chair to face the wall. It was covered in framed degrees and certificates. They were symbols of a life she had meticulously constructed, brick by painful brick. For fifteen years, her achievements had been such a source of pride.

Now, it just looked like a wall. The paper, thin. The frames, too big. They were trophies from a game she didn’t want to play anymore. Another truth fought its way through the dense forest of expectation and pressure. The life she’d been building was no longer the one she wanted.

Grace’s phone dinged.

Alix


I can’t sleep without you.





Chapter Thirty-Six



ALIX

By mid-February, Alix had turned missing Grace into a full-time hobby.

She was still showing up — technically. She still cut face-framing layers, mixed dye, nodded at clients like she was following along. But her head was a fogged mirror, like everything she did, she did slightly blurred.

One of her regulars mentioned Florida, and Alix snipped her scissors mid-air instead of along her fingers. Her stomach did an immediate twirl. She stifled the urge to interrupt, to shout, My girlfriend lives in Miami. She’d learned early on that some clients used hairstylists as therapists, and truth be told, Alix usually lived for drama that didn’t involve her in any way. It was always easiest to let the client chat about their life without giving them too many details of her own. Now, though, she made eye contact with her client in the mirror, and they both chuckled in an I saw that kind of way.

“I’m sorry, it’s just one of those days, you know?” Alix admitted.

“Mercury is in retrograde,” the woman in her chair said with the kind of confidence that made Alix question her certainty that Mercury Retrograde was, in fact, not currently happening.

“That must be it.” Alix caught her reflection. Caught the dark circles and the way her own mouth didn’t quite believe her.

It wasn’t like she and Grace weren’t talking. They texted constantly. They FaceTimed. They’d gotten good at the long-distance routine. Good enough that everyone else would’ve thought they were thriving. But every time Grace’s face blinked off the screen, something inside Alix wrenched in pain.

The house felt emptier, the bed colder, the hours longer. Even Phyllis’s nightly murder podcasts didn’t drown it out anymore.

She’d gone from sleeping on Grace’s shoulder to sleeping beside Grace’s contact photo. Some nights she’d scroll through old texts, rereading things that didn’t need rereading — jokes about bad hotel shampoo, half-drunk selfies, little pieces of intimacy meant to fill the gap. They didn’t.

The ache wasn’t cinematic. It was dull, constant, exhausting. It sat behind her ribs like a bruise she kept pressing just to feel something.

At lunch, she sat outside with her usual lukewarm burrito, scrolling through Grace’s Instagram. Grace had posted a photo of the cats tangled in sunlight. Alix saved it to her phone, even though she already had a dozen just like it.

She tried not to be the kind of person who counted hours between texts, but she knew exactly how long it had been since they’d last talked. A miserable five hours and forty-two minutes.

When Lola sat down next to her and offered her half a cookie, Alix realized she’d been staring into space for several minutes.

“You okay?” Lola asked.

“Sure,” Alix said automatically. “Why?”

“You just sighed like someone in a black-and-white movie about war.”

Alix cracked a smile. “That’s just my new thing. Melancholy chic.”

“That’s so 2005. Joy is in now.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“You know, I have a good friend who is a stylist in Miami at a super cool shop. Like so cool Vince would call it ‘overwrought.’” Lola nudged Alix’s shoulder.

Alix side-eyed her. “Oh?”

Lola shrugged, leaning over to take a bite of Alix’s burrito. “Just something to keep in mind, like if you ever want an introduction,” she said around a mouthful.

Alix snorted, but she was grateful, deep down. “Sure. I’ll let you know.”

By the time she finished her final set of beachy highlights for the night, Alix was wrecked — the good kind of tired layered with the bad kind of lonely. She packed up, walked home under a dusky sky, and told herself she was fine. In two days, she’d see Grace. They had a plan. A flight. Valentine’s Day. Everything was fine.

Except that she didn’t believe it. Not really.

The thought followed her through the door, through the quiet, through the faint smell of incense Phyllis had burned earlier.

What if we fade?

It came uninvited and merciless.

She kicked off her Docs and fell onto the end of her bed, blinking back tears, when her phone lit up with Grace’s name.

Grace


You’re finally home!




Relief and longing hit her at once.

Alix


Stalker.




She hit call before she could think twice.

Grace’s voice came through the speaker low and warm. “Hey, beautiful.”

Alix smiled despite herself. “Hello, gorgeous.”

“Rough day?”

“Long day,” Alix said. “So many bleach fumes that I blacked out and bought a family size bag of Reese’s plant-based mini cups at the convenience store on the way home.”

Grace laughed. Laughed that soft, belly laugh that made Alix’s chest hurt. “I’m not sure if those sound very good.”

“I sure hope so, because I’ve really committed to the size of this bag,” Alix joked.

“That settles it. I could never go vegan because of Reese’s alone. That, and your tofu scramble.”

Alix faked a gasp. “You love it.”

“I do.” Grace’s laugh was like a wind chime on the front porch of a place Alix always wanted to call home.

The silence that followed was the comfortable kind — or it used to be. Lately it felt loaded. Too full of things they weren’t saying. Grace sighed, and Alix could practically picture her in bed, hair in a messy bun, face lit by her phone.

“I miss you,” Grace said quietly.

“I miss you more.”

“You can’t know that.”

“Objection, your honor,” Alix teased.

“On what grounds?” Grace’s voice dipped to a lower register that had Alix pressing her thighs together.

“Uh, leading the witness?”

“Objection sustained.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Alix admitted. “Did I just win?”

Grace chuckled, and something in the sound loosened Alix’s spine.

“Your lawyer voice drives me crazy,” Alix whispered.

“You know,” Grace said, voice dropping an octave, “we could do something about that.”

“Oh?” Alix teased. “You mean… what, like emotional, verbal scissoring?”

“I was thinking something a little more fun.”

Alix grinned, turning onto her back. “So direct.”

Grace hummed. “Take off your shirt.”

Alix froze. “What, right now? You mean, like, over the phone? You know I’m on speaker, right?”

“I assumed that was part of the appeal.”

“Wow. Okay. I see you, Gator.” Alix laughed, nerves buzzing. “Let me just… Hold on. I don’t want to alert Phyllis to what’s going on in here.”

She tried to shift the phone onto the pillow beside her, but Siri suddenly blurted, “Calling Phyllis.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Alix hissed, fumbling for the screen. “Abort, abort.”

Grace was laughing so hard she could barely get words out. “You almost called Phyllis?”

“She would never recover,” Alix said, her pulse still spiked from the adrenaline of frantically hitting the red button.

“I would never recover.”

“Okay, fine, we can pretend that didn’t happen.” Alix cleared her throat and tried to compose herself, but the more Grace laughed, the harder it was to take any of it seriously.

“All right. Focus,” Grace said, still giggling. “Where were we?”

“I think I was about to seduce you, but technology cockblocked me.”

“How quickly technology has turned against us,” Grace said with mock-solemnity.

They tried again. Grace’s voice went molten, deliberate and sweet, describing where she wanted Alix’s hands, what she missed most. Alix closed her eyes, tried to follow along, sliding her hand beneath her boxer briefs.

But halfway through, Grace snorted — actually snorted — because Phyllis’s crime podcast ad break had started playing faintly through the wall. “Today’s episode of ‘Deadly Women of the Midwest’ is brought to you by⁠—”

“Oh my God,” Alix groaned. She lost it. “I can’t. I’m sorry. She listens at full volume.”

They were both laughing now, gasping between words, their faces flushed for entirely different reasons.

“Okay,” Grace said after a long pause, voice quieter again. “Maybe just not our night.”

“Yeah,” Alix admitted, still smiling but feeling her chest twist. “Turns out I’m more of an in-person learner.”

Grace’s sigh came through faintly, and then, “God, I just want to touch you.”

The laughter drained into quiet.

Alix closed her eyes, swallowing the ache in her throat. “Yeah,” she whispered. “Me too.”

For a while, neither of them said anything. They just listened to each other breathe. An imperfect, half-digital version of closeness.

“Soon,” Grace said eventually. “Tomorrow.”

“Well, technically two days, since it’s a red-eye and then I’ll be there in the morning, so⁠—”

“Don’t ruin it.”

“Right. Tomorrow,” Alix echoed, trying to sound confident. “Tomorrow-ish.”

But when they hung up, Alix lay in the dark with the silence rushing back in, the phone warm against her chest. The space between them suddenly felt endless, and the thought slipped through again before she could stop it.

What if we fade?

She kicked off the blanket, stumbled into the kitchen, and found Phyllis perched at the kitchen table in her silk flamingo robe, reading glasses on, a half-finished crossword sitting beside a glass of white wine. Behind her, Midwestern Mommy Murderers blared from a speaker.

Without looking up, Phyllis said, “You pacing, or plotting murder?”

Alix slumped into the chair across from her. “Somewhere in between.”

“Long-distance romance.” Phyllis clucked her tongue. “It’s God’s cruel joke for people who think they’re emotionally evolved.”

Alix smiled weakly. “Didn’t realize God was that petty.”

“Oh, she’s a real bitch sometimes.”

That earned a laugh. A small laugh, but a real one.

Phyllis studied her for a long moment, then leaned back in her chair. “You’re in love, kid.”

Alix groaned. “Don’t say it like it’s terminal.”

“It is. That’s why it’s fun.”

“I’m not having fun,” Alix said. “I’m miserable.”

“Of course you are. You’re in two different zip codes. Love’s supposed to be inconvenient. If it were easy, everyone would do it and the Hallmark Channel would go bankrupt.”

Alix dropped her head onto the table. “You’re so wise. Like a drunk, grammatically correct Yoda.”

“Thank you. I accept that.” Phyllis straightened her shoulders with a theatrical shimmy.

For a few minutes, they sat in companionable silence — Alix tracing the bottom edge of the wineglass with her finger, Phyllis tapping her pen against the table.

“I know I leave tomorrow night,” Alix said quietly. “But I keep thinking about what happens when I come back.”

Phyllis made a sound like a snort trying to disguise itself as empathy. “Then don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t come back.”

Alix blinked. “I can’t just move across the country. I have clients. Rent. Responsibilities. I have you. Who else is going to put up with your loud-ass podcasts? And how will you afford a rental in Silver Lake on a fixed income without a roommate?”

Phyllis waved a hand, dismissing all of it like lint. “Sweetheart, you think I advertised for a roommate for the money? And that this is a rental? I own this house. Outright.”

Alix frowned. “You… what?”

“Please.” Phyllis sipped her wine. “I wrote a song in 1978. You know ‘Snowed In with You’?”

Alix sat up straight. “I’m sorry, you mean like the second-most famous Christmas song in the world?”

“Fucking Mariah,” Phyllis muttered.

Alix blinked. “Are you messing with me?”

Phyllis smiled. “I wrote it with my second husband, technically. He got the credit, I got the royalties. Well, most of them.”

“First of all, hell yeah, Phyllis,” Alix said, reaching to high-five her. “Okay, so you’d be fine alone, which does help. I was trying to figure out how to fit you in a closet in whatever tiny apartment I find out there.”

“Alive, hopefully.”

“Phyllis,” Alix scolded. “You listen to too much true crime.”

Phyllis smirked.

“But it’s not like I have a Christmas nostalgia cash cow to help me get by in Miami,” Alix continued. “It’ll take time to build up savings and be comfortable enough to move and…”

Phyllis shrugged. “I never needed your rent money, so I set it aside.”

“Aside… how?” Alix stepped carefully.

“In a fund,” Phyllis corrected. “A very boring, responsible fund that I started when you moved in.”

“Why would you— Phyll. That’s… your money. I paid that to you for six years.”

Phyllis reached for a small envelope resting beside her crossword and slid it across the table. “You struck me as a bright woman, but you just needed a little help. I figured you might need it back someday. Looks like someday’s knocking.”

Alix stared at it but didn’t touch it. “Is this a metaphor, or are you about to make me cry?”

“Both.”

When she finally opened it, there it was. A check. A big one. Six years’ worth of rent. Her throat went tight. “This is way too much.”

“Use it to start a new life. Or a tattoo of my face on your ass. Dealer’s choice.”

“Why not both?” Alix’s laugh cracked into a sob halfway through. “You can’t just give me this money.”

Phyllis leveled her with a hard look, or as hard of a look as an elderly woman in a flamingo robe could muster. “I can, and I will. I’m not buying your happiness, Alix. I’m making sure you don’t talk yourself out of it.” She said it so simply, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. And maybe for Phyllis, it was.

Alix wiped her eyes on her sleeve, shaking her head. “You’re unbelievable.”

“I get that a lot.”

They sat there for a while — Phyllis pretending to work on her crossword, Alix pretending not to cry — the quiet full of everything they didn’t have to say.

Finally, Phyllis looked up. “You could still make the red-eye tonight, you know.”

Alix glanced at the clock. 7:42 p.m. She looked down at the check, then back at Phyllis. “You think?”

“I know. Take the big pink suitcase. It’s hideous but lucky. Like me.”

Alix stood, heart pounding. “What would I even tell Grace?”

“Tell her the truth. That you’re done waiting for tomorrow.” Phyllis’s smile was warm and genuine, and seeing it made Alix want to cry again.

Something in Alix cracked open. Fear, hope, maybe both. She rounded the table and hugged Phyllis tight, catching her off guard.

“Okay, okay,” Phyllis muttered, patting her back. “Don’t wrinkle the robe. It’s vintage.”

Alix laughed, watery and real. “You’re the best, you know that?”

“I know.”

Alix couldn’t tamp down the smile on her face as she closed the front door behind her, the porch light flickering once like the old house’s nervous flinch. She adjusted her grip on the ridiculously large pink suitcase, heart hammering in her chest. For years, she’d been waiting for the right time, the right plan, the right version of herself.

It wasn’t the timing that mattered anymore. It was the direction, and Alix was running toward something good.


Chapter Thirty-Seven



GRACE

Valentine’s Day was the single most idiotic ritual humans had been suckered into performing. Grace had returned from helping one of her least favorite partners pick a jury for a securities fraud trial — an absolute waste of four hours when he ignored all of her advice. The moment she stepped back into the office, she was smacked in the face with the theater of delivered flowers on half the desks.

The holiday, if it could be called that by any stretch, wasn’t until Saturday. On the Friday before, there was no reason for the peacock display of flowers and balloons and stuffed crap that would end up in a landfill only to release methane into the air. Ten seconds of attention at work was certainly worth the price of hitting the gas on climate change.

Grumbling when she dropped her bag in her office and pulled off her suffocating suit jacket, Grace was debating changing into the leggings and tank in her gym bag. Her dress was stiff and her Spanx so tight they felt like a medieval torture device intended to suss out witches.

Grace plopped onto her chair and took a deep breath. She wished for the blessing of un-self-awareness. But her absolute inability to stop analyzing every damn thing, herself included, meant that she knew it wasn’t the stink of funeral home that had her in a mood.

She’d be picking Alix up at the airport tomorrow morning, and they were going to have three amazing days together because every moment with Alix was magic. Three days and then Alix would be gone again. She was tired of every reunion drowning in the icy shadow of goodbye.

Reaching for her phone, she opened Alix’s texts. She’d expected the silence when her Do Not Disturb settings were on in court, but when she turned them off the moment they were adjourned, there was no flood of messages. Alix had been uncharacteristically quiet.

Dread rolled into her gut like the kind of horror movie fog that killed every living thing it touched. Grace couldn’t stop catastrophizing. All she could imagine was Alix having some epiphany in the shower that their entire relationship was a logistical nightmare. That Alix might think they were forcing forever from a fling. That they were too different. Too far. Too effortless for something capable of lasting.

Grace stopped assaulting herself with fears and forced herself to look at the facts. They’d spent so many nights forgoing sleep to make plans for the future. Real plans.

Alix wanted to move, and she would. She just wanted to do it under her own steam. Intellectually, Grace understood that it was important to her. Important, even if it would take so much longer for Alix to save on her own rather than just accepting Grace’s financial help.

Grace didn’t give a shit about money, but a lot of thought had made her see that it wasn’t about that. It was about Alix walking into their new life together as an equal partner. Grace had enough therapy to know that a misstep in their founding could lead to resentment later, and they both wanted to set themselves up for success.

Patience was just so hard to come by when being with Alix felt so right. When all she wanted to do was start and end every day with her, Alix’s concerns felt more like pride than problems. But what was important to Alix was important to Grace, and she was just going to figure out how to make do.

Grace’s stomach grumbled for lunch when she was debating approaching the partners about partial remote work. She’d pay her own way back for trials without billing clients or the firm. Because of the complex nature of their cases, she’d once gone a full year between trials. Every other appearance could happen over video, and if the court didn’t agree, then she’d fly her ass back.

Even before she’d fully planned her pitch, she imagined the managing partner’s face. He was a luddite who still didn’t understand the cloud and made them keep every single document — printed emails included — in a fireproof file room. She stood, hungry and tired and annoyed and missing Alix.

In the kitchen, Grace scavenged a blueberry bagel but skipped the cream cheese. She hadn’t intentionally gone vegan — she’d never get used to the texture of tofu — but in the most pathetic way possible, every time she didn’t eat an animal product, she felt closer to Alix.

She grabbed a mug, fired up the espresso machine, and stuck the bagel in the toaster. Leaning against the counter while she waited, Grace debated texting Alix but decided against it. It was still morning in LA, and Alix was probably sleeping in ahead of her flight tonight.

The thought of seeing Alix in less than twenty-four hours soothed her. Just one more restless night’s sleep and they’d be together again. She refused to think about the sad drive back to drop her off.

“Court today?” Julie’s voice forced Grace’s attention from her phone.

Grace looked down at herself as if to say No, I just love the torment of court attire.

“Anything interesting?” Julie approached her.

“About as interesting as jury selection can be,” she replied, turning to take her mug from the machine.

Julie looked over her shoulder, and Grace was transported to another lifetime when she’d risk discussing after-work plans in whispers. “You seem… different, Grace. Distracted.”

“I’m fine,” she replied with a furrowed brow. “More than fine, actually. I’m pretty fucking amazing.”

“Are you?” If she lowered her voice any further she’d just be mouthing the words. “Because that’s not what everyone is saying. What the other partners are noticing. You’re lagging behind, Grace. Have you forgotten that everyone is watching all the time? People see you smiling at your phone. Working with your door closed. Coming in later and later. It’s making them talk.”

She still knew Julie well enough to know what she meant. Still remembered their conversations like a recurring nightmare. She meant: You’re drawing attention to yourself.

“Let them talk,” Grace replied, irritation stirring.

“It’s not a joke, Grace.” Julie’s whisper sounded like a hiss. Like the sound a cornered animal made. She looked at the door again, eyes wide. “This is not a place where you want people to wonder what the hell is going on with you or question your commitment. Whatever you think you’re doing, get it under control. People get curious. And when they start looking closely, they start putting things together.”

There was no missing the panicked plea. With absolute clarity, Grace saw that Julie had never been worried about Grace’s career. Only her own. Saw that whatever change Julie sensed in Grace was sending seismic tremors through her own carefully constructed, incredibly closeted life. Julie had built herself a prison, but Grace would rather die than choose voluntary confinement.

The tense silence snapped in half when Harold, the firm’s managing partner, walked in. A walking personification of a good ol’ boy, he entered with the confidence of a person with a country club membership and monogrammed shirts. A person who had never once in his entire life felt out of place.

“Smells good in here,” he said. “I’ll never get tired of the smell of brewing coffee.” He smoothed down his tie and reached for a mug. “And Happy Valentine’s Day to you both. Grace, any big plans with a special fella this weekend?”

The question was laced with so much heteronormative certainty that Grace almost laughed. Suddenly her life felt like an SNL sketch, and she was going to control the punchline.

Julie stared at her silently begging her to lie, to deflect, to stay small. But the image of Alix’s laughing face flashed in her mind, and the cage she’d been living in suddenly felt suffocating. She turned to face Harold, her spine straight.

“My girlfriend’s coming into town.”

Harold’s cheerful expression barely faltered. “Oh that’s nice.” He reached for the creamer. “From college? It’s important to stay connected to old friends.”

A cool, exhilarating calm washed over Grace. She channeled the moment in cross-examination where she’d been leading a witness with question after question until she had them exactly where she wanted them. Until she unleashed the final question that would show the jury exactly why they needed to find her client not guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.

Grace waited for Harold to meet her silence with eye contact and then she held his attention. Her voice was steady and clear and booming when she said, “No, Harold. My girlfriend. My very romantic partner for whom I do not feel an ounce of platonic affection.”

She didn’t run from his reaction, even if every instinct told her to bolt for the door. To fake sick and give her declaration time to blow over. She had nothing to hide, and she didn’t feel a drop of shame for having found a love so big that it had transformed her. That it had filled her with courage and pride and made her fearless. In that moment, she was sure that she would sue the absolute fuck out of the firm if they fired her and then she’d donate every penny to a queer youth project.

Harold’s face flushed so hard, Grace was sure his blood pressure had spiked. “Oh, I… didn’t know that you… Well, I didn’t⁠—”

“Didn’t know I was a lesbian?” Grace finished like the dutiful associate.

Harold swallowed and Julie stopped breathing.

Grace didn’t fill the silence. Didn’t make it comfortable. Didn’t offer a single explanation or excuse or apology.

She stood there until Harold replied with a shaky, “My grandson is gay.”

Grace smiled. “Good for him.”

She plucked her toasted bagel from the machine, grabbed her espresso, and walked out of the kitchen without a backward glance. Her heart was pounding, a wild drumbeat of fear and flight, but for the first time in years, she felt utterly, breathtakingly free.

Resisting the urge to run, Grace strode to her office. She dropped her food on her desk and grabbed her phone. There was no way she could hold back from calling Alix. Even if she felt so guilty for waking her.

But when Alix picked up, she didn’t have a groggy voice and she wasn’t in the silence of her bedroom. It was the ambient noise of a crowded place.

“Where are you?” Grace asked before she could get to her news.

“I don’t want to say,” Alix replied when the noise changed to street traffic.

“What? Why? Are you okay? Did something⁠—”

“It’s a surprise⁠—”

“Alix, please. You’re freaking me out and I just told Harold I was a fucking lesbian, so I really need⁠—”

“You what?” Alix shrieked her laugh. “Did you really? Babe, that’s amazing. What did you say? What did he say?”

Adrenaline made Grace’s body vibrate and her heart pound in her throat. “He was okay, I think. Julie, on the other hand, looked like she wanted to disintegrate.”

“Julie was there? Shut up!” Alix’s delight made Grace’s heart soar into her throat. “What did she say? I need you to start over.”

“It doesn’t matter, I’ll tell you later. But where are you?”

“Um, well, I wanted to surprise you so I flew in this morning and I’ve just kind of been hanging out at the coffee place across the street from your building, which I realize now sounds like a cry for help, but I didn’t know how⁠—”

“You’re here?” Grace’s knees threatened to buckle. “In Miami? Right now?”

“Yeah?” Alix replied like she wasn’t sure.

“What coffee shop?” She was already grabbing her purse, flat shoes in hand.

“The one literally across from your office.”

Running, Grace didn’t bother with the elevator. She tore down the service stairs, heart pounding when she burst out onto the lobby. She sprinted across the street, causing a cacophony of honks that she ignored.

And then there she was. Alix, standing outside of a coffee shop with an enormous pink suitcase, her longboard, and a ridiculous grin.

Grace didn’t care that people from her firm popped across the street sometimes. She hoped they were all standing at the fucking window watching when she flung her arms around Alix and kissed her like breathing air back into her lungs.

Alix laughed against her parted lips and wrapped her arms around Grace’s waist. The rightness of her touch was staggering. Her mouth against hers the magic of golden ratios that made the ancient wonders stand for centuries. It wasn’t tilting or floating. It was the relief of the universe righting itself.

“You’re here,” Grace breathed before kissing her again.

“I’m here.” Alix ran her hands up Grace’s sides and cupped her face with both hands. She bent her head down, pressing her forehead to Grace’s. She took a deep, cleansing breath and whispered, “I couldn’t wait another second to see you.”

Crying and laughing and body buzzing with a joy she’d never known in her entire life, Grace pressed her forehead even harder against Alix’s. “Were you going to wait here all day?”

Alix kissed her again like they were alone on a crowded street in the middle of the day because absolutely no one else mattered. “Well, I was trying to come up with a not-weird way to get you down here. But you beat me to it by almost killing Harold.”

Grace laughed. “I can’t believe I lost even a second with you.”

Alix pulled away, but only far enough to bend to grab her backpack. “Well, I did need a little time to get my girl some proper V-Day gifts.”

When Alix produced a heart-shaped box, Grace’s stomach fluttered like the total hypocrite she was. “Apparently, Miami pharmacies don’t do vegan chocolate,” she said, like vegan chocolate should be in every convenience store. “Oh, um, and this,” she said after handing Grace the box.

Grace looked down at a small stuffed alligator wearing a T-shirt that said: U took a chomp outta my heart.

Laughing at the absolutely gruesome imagery, she looked at Alix through watery eyes.

“I know it’s not awesome, but there aren’t a ton of gator-related Valentine’s Day⁠—”

Grace cut her off with another kiss. “I love it,” she promised against Alix’s grinning mouth. “And I love you.”

“Well, there’s a relief, or I’d feel like a real tool for having packed for more than a three-day weekend. Like, by a lot.”

Grace noticed that there was, in fact, a way larger suitcase than Alix had ever traveled with for their shortest visit yet. And then there was the skateboard. When she looked back at her, Alix’s eyes were bright and her bottom lip caught between her teeth.


Chapter Thirty-Eight



ALIX

Everyone loved to talk about grand gestures like they were cinematic moments — brave, sweeping, romantic. Nobody ever mentioned the part where you sat in a café with a stomachache, sweating through your shirt, trying not to throw up in front of a pastry case.

Alix had been brave in theory. Now, she was just nauseous.

The air conditioning in the café didn’t stand a chance against Miami humidity. Her hair clung to the back of her neck, her shirt was plastered to her spine, and Phyllis’s enormous pink suitcase sat beside her like a neon sign flashing Idiot in love.

She’d landed that morning, clutching the handle so tight her knuckles ached, running on three hours of sleep and a single granola bar. She’d taken one step outside the airport and instantly regretted the jacket she’d thought made her look “put together.” Now it felt like punishment.

The plan — if it could even be called that — was to surprise Grace after work. Maybe text her from downstairs. Maybe show up at her condo like a rom-com heroine who didn’t overthink everything. But now, hours later, she was starting to doubt her entire life’s decision-making matrix.

She’d replayed every possible scenario: Grace crying, Grace laughing, Grace panicking and saying What are you doing here? The loop was eating her alive.

She was mid–mental spiral when her phone lit up. Grace.

The next few minutes were a blur. The clatter of her suitcase wheels, the rush of sunlight, the honk of horns as Grace darted across traffic.

And then she was there.

And then Grace was saying she loved her, three syllables she’d never get enough of, and the truth was spilling out.

Alix’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. This was the part no one talked about. How bravery and nausea could coexist so intimately. She gave a little laugh that came out strangled. “We can talk about it after you’re done with work. I know, you bill in, like, thirty-second increments or whatever.”

Grace’s expression turned sharp — all lawyer focus, no mercy. “Alix.”

Alix winced. “Yeah?”

“Explain. Now.”

Her palms went clammy. She’d rehearsed this a dozen times, and every version had ended with her either passing out or accidentally proposing. Neither of which was exactly what she was going for.

“I’m here,” Alix blurted. “Forever. If that’s okay with you.”

Grace froze. Her eyes went wide, and then she made a small, disbelieving sound, half laugh, half gasp, before launching herself at Alix again. They stumbled into another kiss, messy and grinning, Alix’s borrowed suitcase nearly tipping into the gutter.

When they broke apart, Alix pressed their foreheads together, breath hitching. “I want to give us the best chance possible,” she said, a mixture of bashful nerves and headfirst certainty. “And that isn’t cross-country. Lola already talked to a friend who owns a salon in… someplace called Wilton Manors? Which sounds fake, like a retirement home for drag queens, but apparently it’s a real place. And I’m willing to get a car. Like, a real car, not a vintage beater money pit. And I don’t want to pressure you in any way, so I was thinking I’d find my own apartment first and⁠—”

Grace cut her off with a kiss that was all heat and disbelief and pure, unfiltered joy.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were glassy. “Do you want to drive my car back to my place?”

Alix blinked. “What? No. I’ll wait for you. I’ve got a good book, and I should probably start figuring out what the hell my hair’s going to do in this humidity before I start charming local business owners.”

Grace laughed. A full-body laugh that made her throw her head back, radiant. “You’re unbelievable.”

“Yeah,” Alix said, trying to steady her voice. “That’s what everyone keeps telling me. But usually in a less romantic context.”

Grace leaned in, kissed her once more, gentler this time. “I can’t believe you’re really here.”

Alix smiled, brushing her thumb over Grace’s cheek. “Believe it, Gator. You’re stuck with me.”

After an afternoon and a chapter she had to re-read four times, she was standing in Grace’s twenty-first-floor condo, staring at two fat Siamese cats who were very clearly judging her.

The larger one, Icarus, she knew from the hundreds of photos she’d seen of him, lounged in a sunbeam like a throw pillow with aspirations of grandeur. The smaller one, Sheila, glared from atop a cat tree with an expression that said So this is the homewrecker I’ve heard about.

“Wow, she’s really sizing you up,” Grace said.

Alix rocked on her heels. “Cool, cool. Love that the cats are leading the inquisition.”

She crouched down, holding out a hand. “Hey, Icarus. You’re very handsome. I can see you’ve been doing your squats.”

He blinked once. The feline equivalent of I acknowledge your presence but don’t get attached. After a beat, he rolled onto his side, exposing a belly the size of a small planet.

“She’s fat-shaming you already,” Grace told him, mock-offended. “I told you they’re Cuban, so of course they’re a little curvier.”

“I’m simply complimenting his core strength,” Alix corrected. “I can respect a man with confidence.”

Sheila responded with a low, offended trill and hopped down to hide under the couch.

“Okay,” Alix said, straightening up. “So fifty-fifty approval rating. That’s a win in my book.”

Grace laughed, that bright, unguarded sound that always turned Alix’s ribs into glass. “You’re doing better than I thought you might.”

“Well, I didn’t forget to get a gift for my tiny Valentines, too,” Alix said, producing freeze-dried salmon treats from her backpack. Suddenly, the cats were much more amenable to her presence, even if Sheila grabbed her treat and side-eyed Alix as she ate it. Icarus asked for seconds, then thirds, and finally Grace had to scold her to stop giving him more.

Grace’s waterfront condo was exactly what Alix had imagined: a breathtaking view, warm light, tidy surfaces that didn’t feel staged, books stacked sideways, Post-its on the fridge in an organized chaos that screamed lawyer brain. A half-empty wine bottle sat beside a vase of fresh daisies. There was life here, and effort, and the most comforting scent everywhere — citrus and Fabuloso and something faintly floral that Alix couldn’t name but wanted to drown in.

Grace turned in the doorway, suddenly uncertain. “It’s not much.”

Alix looked around, her chest tight with something too big to name. “It’s perfect.”

And then Grace kissed her.

It wasn’t frantic like before. It was slow and sure and unbearably tender. The kind of kiss that said We made it.

They found their way to the bedroom, tripping over the pink suitcase, laughing when Sheila’s indignant yowl echoed down the hall. The air was heavy with heat and possibility. Grace’s skin was silken under her hands, her pulse steady and strong. Every movement felt like a promise — of forever, of showing up again and again and again.

When Grace called out her name, Alix felt all of the tension uncoil inside herself, all the fear she’d carried dissolving into the quiet between them.

They lay tangled together an hour later, the ceiling fan spinning lazy circles above them. Icarus jumped onto the bed like an anvil, curling himself against Grace’s hip with a contented sigh. Sheila appeared on the windowsill, pretending she wasn’t watching.

“Someday they’re gonna like me even better than you,” Alix murmured, eyes half-closed. “I’m gonna be the cool stepmom.”

“Don’t push your luck,” Grace said, stroking her hair.

Alix smiled. “Too late.”

Dinner was Thai takeout eaten cross-legged in bed, sauce packets scattered across the comforter, chopsticks abandoned in favor of fingers. Grace accidentally dripped peanut sauce on her thigh, and Alix offered to “help with that,” which resulted in another round of breathless laughter and near-toppling takeout containers.

When they finally settled, full and warm, Grace turned serious. “So,” she said. “What now? What does this look like?”

Alix considered the question, tracing patterns on Grace’s arm. “I think it looks like… mornings. Coffee and kisses and traffic that makes us late. You yelling at your phone while I’m late to see clients because one of the cats puked in my shoe. I want dumb, normal days with you.”

Grace’s eyes warmed. “You really moved here.”

“I did,” Alix said quietly. “I mean, I still have to go back and get most of my stuff, but a shocking amount fit in Phyllis’s suitcase. Oh, and get this…” She relayed the story of Phyllis and the Christmas song and her rent money.

Grace laughed, eyes bright. “She’s, like, your guardian angel.”

“Oh God, don’t ever let her hear you say something so nice about her.” Alix laughed.

As their laughter quieted, Grace glanced around the room. “You can stay here, you know.”

“I see what you’re saying.” Alix hesitated, heart hammering. “I don’t want to pressure you. I’ll find my own place so we can still have space while we figure the rest out together when the time is right. We can spend as much time together as possible, but I’m not here to derail your entire life. I know it’s fast, but I just… I don’t want the long distance. I only want us.”

Grace reached up, brushing a tear from her cheek she hadn’t realized had fallen. “You’re all I want, too.”

Alix exhaled, trembling with relief. “Good. Because I’m terrible at pretending otherwise.”

Grace grinned and kissed her again, slow and certain, the kind of kiss that felt like the beginning of a lifetime.

When they broke apart, Alix whispered, “This feels like forever.”

Grace laced their fingers together beneath the blanket. “That’s because it is.”

Icarus purred loudly enough to rattle the bed frame. Sheila flicked her tail and turned toward the window, unimpressed by the sentiment.

Alix laughed into Grace’s shoulder. “These cats are dramatic.”

Grace smiled against her hair. “They get it from their mother.”

Outside, the water stretched out before them and the city hummed below — a low, constant rhythm of traffic and ocean wind, of people living their ordinary, extraordinary lives, of endless horizons just a glance away. They talked until they fell asleep, wrapped in one another. Grace’s breathing evened out beside her, the cats had settled, and the air held that sacred stillness that only came when the world finally stopped asking for more.

Alix let her eyes drift shut, her hand resting over Grace’s heart. Love wasn’t the blaze she’d always feared. It was the hush that followed, the safe dark after the storm.


Epilogue



GRACE

The first week of December smelled like sunscreen and cinnamon.

If she closed her eyes, Grace could hear the sound of boxes sliding across tile, laughter from the back patio, and Icarus’s low yowl of protest as Alix tried to coax him out of his carrier. Sheila, true to form, had disappeared the second the movers arrived and was now sulking under the guest bed in their new home, likely composing her memoir about her hard-knock life.

They’d done it. They’d bought a house. Together.

They’d chosen a sprawling, sun-warmed ranch with a turquoise pool and palm trees in the backyard. The house sat just a few blocks from Wilton Drive, walking distance to a dozen restaurants, two drag brunch spots, and a hardware store that somehow doubled as a queer community hub. Most importantly, walking distance from the salon that Alix had just signed a lease for. Her own shop.

They’d agreed that buying a house in Florida wasn’t the easiest path for a queer couple, but it felt important to Grace to stay. This was her home. She wasn’t going to let some fuckers in power ruin that for her. And so they’d agreed to stay in Florida, to support their community, to never give up the fight of making their home a safe space for all.

It wasn’t the waterfront condo she’d bought back when success still felt like armor. That place had gleamed, all glass and quiet, and no one visited. This house was messy already. Lived in. Beautiful in a way that made Grace’s chest ache with happiness and satisfaction.

And it had a pool. A feature that thrilled Grace and absolutely terrified Alix.

“I’m just saying,” Alix had insisted that morning, leaning over the edge with a skimmer. “If a gator crawls in here, you’re dealing with it.”

Grace had laughed so hard she nearly dropped the moving box she was carrying. “We live in a neighborhood, not the Everglades.” Statistically, it wasn’t likely that they’d find an alligator in the pool, but the possibility wasn’t zero, per se. It was much more likely they’d find a giant iguana swimming laps. She wouldn’t be telling Alix that, though.

“You say that,” Alix replied darkly, “but they’re sneaky. Gators have Google Maps now.”

Grace raised her eyebrows in mock-offense. “And what about this Gator? Is she allowed in the pool?”

Alix pretended to consider. “Yes, but no swimsuits allowed.”

Grace laughed. “Shameless.”

Now, hours later, the sun was dropping low, painting everything in orange and rose gold. The last of their friends had collapsed onto lawn chairs and patio steps, the chaos of unpacking giving way to the sweet relief of doing nothing.

Phyllis was in the kitchen, loudly arguing with Connie about how much tequila belonged in a “Christmas margarita.”

Helen had arrived with a wool blanket folded carefully in tissue paper — a family heirloom, worn soft with age, its edges hand-stitched in fading red thread. It was the same blanket she’d given her in Colorado.

“We have a tradition. Every woman in our family gets this blanket when she builds a home, to bring our family’s love and warmth into your life,” Helen had said earlier, pressing it into Grace’s arms. “Looks like it’s your turn.”

Grace had cried — of course she had. Then Alix had cried. Then Helen had cried because Alix cried, and the whole scene had devolved into a group hug interrupted only by Phyllis yelling, “Don’t cry on the fucking blanket, it’s wool!”

Now the blanket was draped over Grace’s legs as she sat on the porch swing, watching the last streaks of sunset fade over the tops of the palms.

Lola and Oscar were sitting cross-legged on the pool deck, arguing about the proper way to assemble a hammock. Ivy stood between them, sipping from a margarita and offering unhelpful but charming commentary.

Phyllis, meanwhile, had installed herself in one of the new Adirondack chairs, telling Helen and her mom a story that seemed to grow more dramatic with each retelling. Grace caught the words 1974 and snowed in with a go-go dancer, followed by her mom choking on her drink.

Somewhere down the block, someone’s radio started playing “Snowed In With You.” The tinny melody drifted through the air like fate’s inside joke. Alix looked up from where she sat on the porch steps, head tilted toward the sound, and started laughing.

“Phyllis,” Alix called. “They’re playing your song!”

Phyllis raised her glass like royalty. “Residuals, baby.”

Grace watched Alix, her messy hair pushed back, catching the last of the light. Her legs were bare, her skin sun-kissed, her tattooed arms… well, those never failed to entice her. And even after months of basically living together between their two condos, the sight of her still caught Grace completely off guard.

“Stop staring at me,” Alix said without looking up.

“Can’t.”

Alix’s grin was lazy and content. “Good answer.”

Grace took another sip of her margarita — lime, cranberry, a salt rim that tasted like summer pretending to be winter. Christmas in Miami was always a contradiction: eighty degrees, palm fronds instead of pine, holiday lights tangled in tropical foliage. But this year, it felt exactly right.

Alix pulled her phone out of her pocket and leaned back on the steps, idly scrolling in the quiet moment. Grace caught the familiar blue-and-pink logo at the top of the screen and groaned.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Please tell me that’s not what I think it is.”

Alix looked up, guilty. “What? I was just⁠—”

“Breakup Buddies?” Grace said, incredulous. “You still have this app?”

“It’s just muscle memory! I wasn’t— Okay, look, I was curious if they still send out the Tuesday affirmation notifications.”

Grace set down her glass and plucked the phone straight from Alix’s hands. “You are unbelievable.”

“I’m sentimental,” Alix corrected. “We had some good times.”

Grace scrolled through the screen, a kick of nostalgia hitting her in the chest. She hadn’t opened the app since… well, over a year. Normally, she’d feel that panicky feeling, starting to consider whether Alix wanted a new Breakup Buddy instead of her. But now? She just smirked at the new tagline: Breakup Buddies — Get Over Them, With Us. “Charon on the River Styx, was it?”

“Well,” Alix said, taking a long sip of her drink. “It worked. I met you.”

Grace snorted. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Maybe,” Alix said, leaning in, turning on the ultimate cheesy smile. “But you love me anyway.”

Grace laughed and nearly dropped the phone. “I do. And because I do…” She tapped and held the icon until it wobbled, then hit delete.

Alix gasped theatrically. “You monster! That was a historical artifact!”

“It was. And now it’s gone,” Grace said, pocketing Alix’s phone. “You’re cured.”

Alix laughed, shaking her head. “Guess it’s a good thing I won’t need Breakup Buddies ever again.”

“Damn right, you won’t,” Grace said, leaning over to kiss her, slow and smiling. “I’m your forever breakup buddy.”

“Hmm,” Alix said, pretending to think about it. “Does being my forever breakup buddy include margarita refills and emotional validation?”

Grace lifted her glass. “Yes, but only if being my forever breakup buddy includes those handcu⁠—”

She was cut off by the sound of Connie and Helen scolding Phyllis for adding too much tequila to the new pitcher of margs, and they laughed.

“Whatever you were about to say, I’m obviously in,” Alix said, her voice lowered.

“Good girl.” Grace smiled into her glass as she watched Alix flush and fan herself.

“Hey,” Alix said after a long stretch of silence. “You know what would make this house even better?”

“If you say a motorcycle, I swear⁠—”

“A dog.”

Grace smiled into her drink. “Oh yeah?” She pretended like she hadn’t found the absolute perfect shelter dog already — a two-year-old pit bull who looked more like a tiny hippo than a dog and was good with cats. She pretended like she hadn’t already placed a hold on the pup, ready to take Alix to meet him tomorrow.

“I’m serious! One that hates the pool, unlike Baby, so I never have to save her.”

Grace laughed. “Then let’s go see what the local shelter has tomorrow.”

Alix turned toward her, eyes wide with an adorable hope. “Tomorrow? You mean it?”

“Of course I mean it. I’d let you bring home the moon if I thought you could reach it.”

“I’m very tall.” Alix leaned over, kissed her slow. It wasn’t a dramatic kiss — just one of those quiet, daily ones that built a life. When they pulled apart, Alix rested her forehead against Grace’s, whispering, “You make everything better, you know that?”

Grace smiled. “You make everything possible.”

For a while, they just stayed like that — the world settling around them in a haze of laughter and music and cicadas.

Lola called for another round of margaritas, Phyllis started telling a story about meeting Cher in an elevator (“She said hi first!”), and Icarus waddled proudly across the patio to demand attention from Ivy, who immediately abandoned her drink to rub his belly. Sheila peeked out from the screen door, glaring at the general noise level.

Grace leaned back against Alix, her chest pressed to Grace’s back, the scent of sun and salt in her hair.

“Look at this perfect life,” Alix murmured against her ear.

And Grace had to agree.

Later that night, after everyone had gone — Helen was staying with Connie, mercifully, instead of Aunt Sylvia — the house had gone still except for the whir of the ceiling fan and the hum of crickets outside. Grace stood by the sliding doors, looking out at the pool. The reflection of the lights shimmered across the surface like melted gold.

Icarus was asleep in his new cat bed. Sheila had claimed the highest shelf in the office. Boxes were stacked by the hallway, waiting for another day.

Grace felt it all press in on her — the stillness, the fullness, the miracle of ordinary peace. The faint sound of Phyllis’s song drifted again through the night. “Snowed in with you, nothing else to do, but love you till the morning comes.”

Behind her came a sleepy voice. “Baby? You coming to bed?”

Grace turned. Alix was standing in the bedroom doorway, wearing a Roxxxy T-shirt, hair mussed from humidity, face turned toward the glow of the lamp. The heirloom blanket was artfully tossed over the end of the bed.

Grace crossed the room and let Alix tug her down into the sheets, into warmth and tangled limbs and everything that felt like home.

For a while they just lay there, the air humming with crickets and far-off laughter from down the street.

“I used to think this kind of happiness was something that happened to other people,” Grace whispered.

Alix brushed her fingers along Grace’s jaw. “And now?”

Grace smiled, tears pricking the corners of her eyes. “Now I think I was just waiting for you.”

Alix exhaled a laugh that broke halfway into a sob. “Was it worth the wait?”

Grace touched Alix’s cheek with her fingertips, a gentle, grounding touch. “Of course, baby. Was I?” Grace asked.

Alix leaned in, her voice low, steady, full of everything she’d once been too scared to hope for. “You’re it, Grace. My home, my heart, my future. All of it.”

Grace kissed her, slow and certain. “Good. Because I’m not going anywhere.”

Alix’s fingers slid into her hair, deepening the kiss until it became something wordless — heat and promise tangled together. Hands roamed, slipping beneath waistbands, and eventually their clothes were flung across the room. The rhythm of them matched the hum of the night, a slow tide rising and breaking in perfect sync. She’d never get enough of this, of Alix’s hands and mouth and body. Grace gasped against Alix’s skin, biting at the floral tattoo on her shoulder, the air thick with everything they didn’t need to say.

Outside, the pool lights shimmered across the water, pale blue and silver.

And for the rest of her life, Grace would remember that night. The night she realized that home wasn’t a place she’d found. It was the person she’d chosen. And this was how their forever began.


Bonus Epilogue



Want just a little more?

Sign up for our newsletters and get a bonus epilogue! Unless you don’t want to know how Alix greets Grace after a bad day… We did promise two strap scenes, didn’t we?

Click HERE to sign up, or copy this link into your browser: https://BookHip.com/HVLNMHR
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