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One
 
There was nothing like a morning of hammering rain on the window, music softly playing in the background, and a hot cup of tea while wrapped in a blanket. It really was Sloane’s favorite way to start the day.
She watched the sheeting rain run down her windows, barely able to see the limits of her, admittedly quite large, garden. This deep into October, the deciduous trees had lost their leaves and her wildflower fields had shifted and lost the bright colors of summer. Sloane didn’t mind. One of her favorite things about plants was the way they shifted through the seasons.
A puddle was forming on the cobbled stone path from her backdoor to her greenhouse as she finished her tea. The sky showed no signs of letting up soon either, still heavy with dark gray clouds.
Sloane smiled as she placed her mug in the sink and headed to the backdoor of her little cottage. Her moss would love the rain.
She pulled on her jacket and swapped her slippers for rain boots before stepping out into the deluge. As predicted, her moss looked bright and healthy and happy. She lightly brushed a fingertip over where it climbed a rock before continuing to the greenhouse.
By the time she stepped inside, she was soaked to the bone through her pants, but it didn’t bother her. She’d shower and change when she got back inside, and her babies were worth getting drenched for.
“Good morning, everyone,” she said to the plants.
When she’d put the greenhouse up, her family had had plenty to say, pointing out that it was almost bigger than the house itself, but, as Sloane had told them, she lived in the house alone. There were hundreds of plants living here.
They had just rolled their eyes at her. She didn’t care. This was her job and her passion, what could they really say?
She shook her raincoat off and beelined for the table with trays of tiny sprouts on it.
“Hello, little friends. How are we all doing today?” she asked, glancing over the flecks of green in each of the pots.
They were doing well. She had them on the trusty diet of sunlight and water and warmth they needed, and they’d taken well to the loam she currently had them in. She couldn’t be happier. Next year, she had a garden installation she really wanted to use a few of them with. And she was optimistic they would come out the exact shades she was hoping for when they were eventually big enough to flower.
Today’s task, however, was a completely different kind of arrangement and did not include any of her specially propagated sprouts. She was instead going to be working on a series of tabletop gardens for her sister’s fifth wedding anniversary and the plant favors she wanted to gift the attendees of the celebration dinner.
Sloane wouldn’t have minded so much and might have even been delighted that Greer was finally showing an interest in plants, if she hadn’t called her the night before, with just one week to go until the dinner in question, demanding Sloane create the favors and the three decorative gardens she wanted as a gift.
Still, a day with plants was her favorite kind of day. Plus, she got to visit the garden center with a very reasonable excuse. Not just because she wanted to look at the plants. Or the employees. Well, one employee… Polly.
She shook her head. She wasn’t even at Blooms yet, she couldn’t already be swooning. Besides, she needed to have her wits about her. Greer had very specific requirements for her party favors and tabletop gardens. She had also warned Sloane, without a hint of irony, that the whole weekend would be ruined if she didn’t have string of pearls succulents in terracotta pots painted a very specific shade of cream.
Sloane had rolled her eyes at her sister while they were on the phone but hadn’t said anything aloud about the request. She was fairly certain that if the weekend of her child’s third birthday party and her fifth wedding anniversary could be ruined by having the wrong type of succulent or the wrong shade of cream, the problem was not the favors… but Greer definitely would not want to hear that.
After checking that all of her plants were warm, watered, and had enough light, Sloane threw her raincoat back on and meandered home, enjoying the rain that was still coming down hard and heavy, ready for a nice warm shower.
Her mood soured quickly after her shower when she returned to the kitchen and found her phone vibrating and lighting up in alarming fashion. It could only mean one thing: Greer. And that was not good.
Sloane sighed and picked up her phone. Five missed calls, seven texts, and one voicemail.
Eight texts.
Another arrived while she was staring at the screen—Greer complaining that Sloane would be so far from her phone during this pivotal time.
She loved her sister, but she did have questions about why Greer would wait until one week before the dinner to tell Sloane about the plants if they were this important.
“Sloane,” Greer’s voice said when she clicked on the voicemail, the edge of annoyance evident even as she attempted to sound pleasant. “I don’t know where you are, but can you call me back ASAP? Lizzie was watching something on YouTube earlier and they were making fairy gardens. Can you make her one for her birthday? I figured since you were doing the favors and the mini-gardens for me and Steve, a fairy garden would be an easy addition? And you know how happy it will make her. I’m going to send you some pictures of the kind she likes and that go with our garden and stuff. Call me back.”
Sloane rubbed a hand over her face.
Of course she’d make the garden for Lizzie. What kind of aunt would she be if she didn’t? But she did wonder about how wise a decision it was to give an almost-three-year-old every single thing she saw and liked in the run-up to her birthday. Sloane alone had already been roped into buying a play tent and mat and decorative cushions shaped like clouds and bunnies and a set of lights to illuminate it…
With a whole week to go before the party, she wondered how many other gifts she would be getting her toddler niece.
She shot a quick text back to her sister, notifying her that she was heading to the car, but that she’d call when she got to Blooms and they could chat when Sloane could see what was actually available.
Greer was quick on the draw, texting back before Sloane had taken three steps, but she didn’t retrieve her phone from her jeans pocket as she pulled her coat back on and headed for the car. If Greer wanted to call while she was driving, Sloane wouldn’t have the heart to say no, but she really would rather drive with a backing track of soothing music than have to discuss plants she didn’t even know if she could get at such short notice.
Luckily, she made it all the way there with no phone call from Greer and she took a deep breath as she pulled into the parking lot of Blooms Garden Center. The drive wasn’t too long, so she hadn’t left Greer hanging for hours, but she still had six new texts. Three contained pictures of what she and Lizzie wanted for the fairy garden and the others were eager are you there yet? texts.
She hit dial while breathing out a half-snort at her sister’s impatience and got out of the car.
While it rang in her ear, she couldn’t help but wonder whether she’d see Polly today. The chances were good. The last time she’d come here and not seen Polly, it was because Polly had been sent home sick.
Even with as much as she enjoyed the plants, she really did like to chat with Polly while she was here.
As she was once again telling herself it was just because they were friends and she would seek out any friend whose workplace she routinely visited, Greer answered.
“Ah, Sloane. Finally,” Greer sighed. “Thank you for calling back. Don’t you think the fairy garden is such a darling idea? Lizzie’s going to love it.”
“Yeah, definitely,” Sloane replied, only mildly distracted as she walked into Blooms and immediately glanced around for Polly.
The place was enormous, it was unlikely she would run into her right at the entrance, but she didn’t want to take any chances.
Greer was talking a mile a minute in Sloane’s ear as she strode through the massive Halloween display that took up a large section of the store and which Sloane knew would become a winter wonderland the minute November hit. There was even a pumpkin decorating session happening for kids in the middle of it all. Sloane was a little surprised not to see Polly leading the session. She usually loved the crafty sessions the garden center put on. Sloane hoped Polly was here and that she wasn’t going to miss her because she was off or on a break.
“I think a wooden pot would be better for Lizzie, don’t you?” Greer asked and Sloane focused back on the conversation.
“Yeah, maybe,” Sloane replied. “I mean, I probably wouldn’t advise letting her carry any kind of garden around too much, but yeah, wood is probably preferable to pot.”
“Great. Think you can paint it purple? It’s her favorite color.”
Sloane could paint it purple, and she would, probably. But just last week, Lizzie’s favorite color was green, so goodness knew what her favorite color would be by the time she got the fairy garden.
Four more minutes of listening to requirements for the fairy garden and Sloane had made it to the rows of succulents she needed to make Greer’s wildest favor dreams come true.
“Okay, can you give me the final count of people coming to the dinner?” she asked Greer. “Well, the ones who need a succulent favor. I’m assuming you aren’t giving them to the kids?”
“Oh, no, of course not,” Greer laughed. “We’ve put together adorable little goody packs for the kids. There’s candy and coloring sheets and things. They’re super cute. I think they’re going to really love them.”
They were children who were being forced into a very not-family-friendly restaurant for a fancy meal, probably in formal clothes if Greer got her way. Sloane wasn’t sure they really were going to love the activity packs, or that they’d make up for the rest of it. But she definitely wasn’t going to tell her sister that.
“Sounds great. But the adults? How many succulents do I need?”
“Oh. Fifteen.”
Sloane ran through who she knew was going in her mind. She couldn’t figure out the last three or four people but it didn’t really matter. There was no reason Sloane needed to know who the guests were to be able to make them a favor.
She started loading little plastic pots with string of pearls succulents into her cart, mentally counting them as she went and adding two extras to her haul. If the first fifteen favors were fine, all would be good and she would keep the extra two. If not, she had them as backups.
“Sloane,” Greer said, dragging her name out in a way that told Sloane she wasn’t about to like where the conversation was going. “You know how the dinner is formal dress?”
“Yes,” Sloane sighed, exasperated, already knowing where this was going.
“What are you planning to wear? Do you need me to go out and get you a dress?”
“No. I really don’t. I have a suit that I’ll be wearing for dinner. The shirt has flowers,” she said, a little short, as she put the last succulent in her trolley and moved to a different section to select plants for the gardens she was making her sister.
“Don’t you think you’d be more comfortable in a dress?”
She rolled her eyes. “No. I really don’t. You know dresses aren’t my thing.”
“I know, but all the women who are coming are wearing dresses. I thought it would be nice if you matched.”
“I’m assuming there will be people there in suits, so it’s not like it’s going to stand out.”
Greer sighed audibly. “I know, but they’re men and you’re not a man.”
“Just figured that out, have you?”
“Sloane. Please don’t be difficult. You can wear a lovely shimmery dress and fit in with me and Mom. We can get you something super pretty.”
“Greer, I love you, but I’m not wearing a dress to an anniversary dinner to match you and Mom. I did it for your wedding because you wanted me to, but not for a dinner, sorry. It’s really not my thing.”
“But it would look so cute. You looked great at the wedding. And you never know when you might meet someone. Don’t you want to look your best?”
Sloane shook her head. She did not look great at the wedding and she would not look great in an unnecessary dress. “The suit I have looks plenty good enough.”
“But guys don’t want girls who look that…”
Butch. The word she was looking for was ‘butch’. But she never said it. Almost as if by avoiding it, she could stop it from being true, despite the fact that Sloane’s whole vibe was butch.
“Believe me,” she said, “the only people I would ever be trying to attract would be into that look. And I’m not trying to attract anyone. Thanks though.”
She debated between several plants that fit Greer’s requirements and would work well in the chosen environment and tried not to focus on the sudden and alarming silence coming down the line.
Knowing nothing good would come of it, she tried to cut it off first. “Besides, this is a family dinner, who on earth do you think I’m meeting at this thing? I met everyone at your wedding. And at all your other events since then. They all know how I look.”
“Well, not everyone, actually…”
“Jesus, Greer, no. Tell me you did not invite some random single man to your fifth wedding anniversary in an attempt to set me up. Again.”
“Well, obviously I did. You are hardly trying yourself and I’ve been married for five years now. Your niece is turning three. You need to get on things. Settle down with someone, have a happy life, get married, have kids, that kind of thing. And you’re making no effort yourself, you clearly need help.” She barely breathed through the whole thing.
“I’m perfectly happy with my life, actually, thanks.”
“You say that, but you don’t realize how happy you could be with a husband, some kids. You know, a wife if you have to.”
Sloane stopped moving. “If I have to?”
“You know I don’t mean it like that,” Greer said immediately, and Sloane knew she’d heard the dangerous edge in Sloane’s voice. “I just mean that with a husband, it would be so much easier to have kids. With a wife, you’d have to go through the whole thing of deciding who was going to carry them and getting donor sperm and insemination and everything.”
“Or adoption. That’s a thing that exists.”
“I know, Sloane, but it’s so magical to carry your child. I just want that for you too.”
Sloane squeezed her eyes shut and fought not to start screaming in the middle of a garden center. She really did not want to have another conversation with her family about whether she wanted to carry children.
“Just tell me who you’ve invited,” she told Greer.
“It’s one of Steve’s friends from work. Great guy. They’re pretty similar. He’s tall, funny, good looking. You know, a really good guy. You’ll like him.”
That meant she absolutely would not. Her sister had a terrible read on what she liked. Especially in prospective dates.
“I’m not interested. Sorry.”
“Sloane, come on. Give him a try. I mean, you’re both going to be at the same event, you might as well. You never know. I think there’s going to be a spark.”
“Greer. I am not coming to your dinner to get with one of Steve’s friends, we don’t even live in the same state. I have no interest in wearing a dress or impressing a guy or doing anything else that you are trying to shoehorn into this weekend. Oh, god. Tell me you didn’t invite him to Lizzie’s birthday party too?” She gently banged her head against one of the building’s girders.
“Of course I did. He knows her. You need time to warm up to him. He’s coming as a skeleton. Ooh, which reminds me, we should talk about your costume too. How would you feel about being a lady skeleton to match?”
What the hell is a lady skeleton?
Sloane deflated and slid down the girder. She could not take a whole weekend of this.



Two
 
Polly smiled as she half-danced around the gathered children in the Halloween grotto Blooms had set up. It was so mystical—pumpkins and owls and black cats and witches hats. Magic.
She loved her job, but she especially loved when September rolled around and they got into the truly magical season of Halloween village followed by the holiday village and every day of walking into work was such a magical wonderland.
“Polly,” called a tiny voice from the table where the children were decorating pumpkins.
She turned around to find young mister Arthur running at her covered in purple and green glitter. His mom probably wasn’t going to love all of her clothes coming out of the washer covered in glitter for the next… well, forever, but Claire was a good sport and Arthur was too adorable to be angry at.
“Hey, Arthur,” Polly said while shooting Claire a quick wave where she was helping his little brother paint a cat on a pumpkin. “Are you having fun?”
His little face lit up. “So much fun. But we missed you. Why aren’t you teaching us today?”
“Ahh, sorry, friend. I was assigned to other tasks today, but you’ll get me for lots of holiday crafts coming up over the next few months, I promise.”
Polly could basically guarantee that. Claire brought her kids to Blooms with such frequency that Polly was sure she considered them friends too. Polly was used to considering everyone she met a friend, but she’d definitely crossed into friends territory with Claire.
Arthur grabbed her hand while nodding and started dragging her towards the seat he’d vacated. She didn’t mind the glitter he was getting on her.
“That’s a great pumpkin, Arthur,” she said as they arrived at the table.
He blushed and got a little shy. “Thank you.”
Claire smiled at her son and then up at Polly. “So, you’re not here just to see these masterpieces.”
“Ooh. Am I not?” Polly said, looking at Arthur. “What else can I do for you today, my friend?”
He took a deep breath and stood with both his hands behind his back. “I need you to tell my cousin, Tegan, that I’m not making it up when I tell her you can be nonbinary.”
Polly laughed. “Of course. Is your cousin Tegan here?”
“Yes.” He whipped his arm out as though it were spring-loaded and pointed at the child on the other side of Claire.
“Hello, Tegan,” Polly said, with a wave.
Tegan smiled shyly but stood to come closer to Arthur and Polly, who knelt on the floor next to the pair.
“Tell her, Polly,” Arthur encouraged.
Polly looked at them and smiled warmly. “Hello. I’m Polly and I’m nonbinary.”
Tegan tilted their head. “Arthur said that means you’re not a girl and not a boy?”
Quick as a flash, Polly shot Claire a questioning look. She’d learned over the years that it was always best to check in with parents before answering questions like that if you didn’t want to create a scene in the middle of the store.
Claire nodded enthusiastically.
“Yeah, that’s exactly what it means. For me, you can still call me a girl, that’s okay. And you can still say “she” or “her” to talk about me, but I’m not just a girl. I am nonbinary and I like to use they/them in place of she/her too.”
“That’s cool,” Tegan breathed. “How did you know you weren’t just a girl?”
“I learned about nonbinary genders and it felt right, so I started using they/them and it felt really good.”
“Cool. So, if I knew I wasn’t just a girl, there’s a name for that?”
“Absolutely. There are lots of names for what you might be if you’re not a girl, and you can learn about them until you find the right one for you.”
Tegan looked at Polly with wide eyes before turning back to her aunt. “I would like you to call me ‘they’ please.”
Claire beamed. “Of course. Now, how about we let Polly get back to work and we finish these pumpkins? I’m sure your moms will be excited to see yours and learn about your pronouns later, Tea.”
Tegan skipped back to their seat and Polly stood up, a massive grin lighting her face.
“Thanks, Polly,” Arthur said, holding his hand out for a high five.
She returned the gesture and headed back in the direction she’d been heading, now with a little more glitter and a lot more love. “See you next time, friends.”
She’d only been away from the Halloween activities for two minutes before she ran into Nureet, her very best friend at work.
“Polly,” Nureet called excitedly. “You really should check your phone more often.”
“Oh, sorry, I was chatting to Arthur,” Polly said, pulling her phone out and seeing two messages from Nureet. “What’s up?”
“Your girlfriend is here.” Nureet wiggled their eyebrows suggestively.
“What? I don’t have a girlfriend.”
“Sure you don’t.” They rolled their eyes. “Sloane. Hot, butch, plant lady who’s in here making eyes at you every week.”
Polly choked on an incredulous laugh. “She doesn’t make eyes at me. We’re just friends. She’s a landscaper, so she’s here a lot. We sell plants, in case you’ve forgotten.”
“Pol, I love you, but you think you’re friends with everyone you’ve ever met. And I’m telling you, there’s something different with that one.”
“We’re really just friends.” Polly paused. “But she’s here? Already? She was just in two days ago.”
“Yep. Out with the succulents, having some kind of breakdown from the looks of it.”
Polly’s head whipped up. “What? Is she okay? Is she hurt?”
“Relax. She was just on the phone and looking like she wanted the building to collapse on top of her.”
“Oh.” Polly frowned. “I wonder if it’s her family. She never seems very happy when she’s spoken to them.”
Nureet stared at her, wide-eyed. “And that’s the kind of thing you just know about your friends, is it?”
“Of course. I know that when you have to talk to the owner at the doggy daycare you get all flustered. And I know when you talk to Mrs. Fingle from downstairs you get stressed. And when—”
“Fine. You win this one.” Nureet huffed out a breath. “But, go on. I know you want to check on her. I’ll finish stocking here and you can take the succulents.”
“Thanks, Neet. You’re amazing. I owe you one.”
Polly took off through the aisles towards where she hoped Sloane still was and heard Nureet calling after her, “No. You don’t. You already do more than enough for your friends.”
She smiled. She was super lucky to be blessed with such good friends and Nureet was especially wonderful. Now, she just had to hope that Sloane was okay and that she could be a good friend to her and help her if she needed it. And was open to accepting it. She’d noticed Sloane was pretty self-sufficient and a little reluctant to let people in. But she had Polly, whether she realized it or not.
She was so wrapped up in her thoughts about Sloane that she didn’t realize she was upon the woman until she was tripping over her and landing on the ground.
“Ouch,” she muttered as she rolled over and tried to see what she’d fallen over.
She was surprised to see a mortified Sloane looking at her, hands over her mouth and her eyes wide.
“I am so sorry,” Sloane said, her voice muffled by her hands. “Are you okay?”
“Totally fine,” Polly smiled. “Are you? Why are you on the ground? Are you hurt?”
“Oh.” Sloane looked down as if she hadn’t fully processed that she was on the ground before Polly ran into her. “I, uh… I was just… well. Stressed. And the ground felt like the right place to be.”
“I get that,” Polly said, soothingly, worried about how upset Sloane looked.
“Do you? Most people would probably think it’s weird.”
“Well, then most people obviously aren’t as cool as we are. The floor is the place to be.” She gestured around them as if this was a particularly glamorous hangout spot, and not the gray concrete floor, speckled with soil from the plants.
Sloane laughed and the sound warmed Polly’s insides. “It is a great spot.”
“Absolutely. Though, do you maybe want to get up before someone else trips over us? I’d probably get fired if this party got bigger than just the two of us.”
Sloane’s cheeks took on a beautifully pink glow and Polly was glad she looked a little healthier with it, but she was still worried about her.
She stood and offered her hand to Sloane, who blushed even more as she took it and returned to a standing position.
Polly didn’t let go, but turned and started leading Sloane through the rows of plants. “Come with me, I have just the thing for you.”
Sloane laughed and said, “But my shopping…” However, she followed along happily enough, so Polly figured they didn’t need to stop.
“It’ll be okay, we’ll be back in about five minutes.”
They meandered back into the main part of the store and then towards the cafe at the back, with its wall of windows. The rain was still coming down outside and Polly kind of loved it.
She pointed to the windows. “When I was a kid and we were in the car while it rained, I used to have raindrop races with my siblings,” she told Sloane. “Did you ever do that?”
“I, uh, still do,” Sloane almost whispered, looking away. “Not with my siblings, just by myself, but still.”
She was so adorable Polly nearly exploded.
She stopped them in their tracks and looked Sloane in the eye, their hands still clasped together. “We should do that together.”
“Raindrop races?”
Polly beamed. “Of course. It would be so much fun. I’m going to beat you, Sloane. I will choose the master raindrop and be crowned ruler of the raindrops.”
A full smile overtook Sloane’s face until her teeth were on display and her eyes did that cute crinkling thing they did when she was happy. Polly was delighted to be the cause. She’d gotten smiles from Sloane before, but it was usually for managing to get a specific plant in store for her.
“Okay,” Sloane said. “You’re on, Ruler of Raindrops.”
“Great.” Polly started dragging her towards the cafe’s counter again. “First hot chocolate, then raindrops.”
Sloane didn’t argue or question or do anything but laugh and follow after Polly again, which Polly took as a good sign. She knew Sloane liked hot chocolate and tea. And this felt like an occasion for hot chocolate. With whipped cream. And a little pumpkin cookie.
Melissa was working the till in the cafe, but she didn’t say anything when Polly finally dropped Sloane’s hand and slipped behind the counter, announcing that she was just making a couple of hot chocolates and would only be a second.
She was vaguely aware of Sloane leaning on the counter and watching her, but she didn’t think anything of it. At least not until Sloane sighed heavily and Polly turned just in time to see her pull her phone out and answer it.
“Greer,” Sloane said. Her tone was so much heavier than when she had spoken to Polly a moment ago.
Polly attempted to monitor the situation while she whipped up the two hot chocolates, both worried about Sloane and certain that Greer was Sloane’s sister, so she’d been correct when she’d suggested it was Sloane’s family getting her down.
She and Sloane had known each other for over a year now and the woman opened up very slowly, but there had been a few comments and signs over the year that Sloane’s relationship with her family was complicated at best.
“Look,” Sloane said, “I’m really not interested in being set up. Not with Steve’s friend, or the last guy you and Mom tried, or anyone else you might come up with.”
Polly frowned. She wondered whether Sloane was even interested in men. It wasn’t something they’d specifically discussed, but she’d never shown any signs of being interested in them.
“Because… because…” Sloane said into the phone, her tone increasingly desperate. “Because… I’m seeing someone already.”
Polly might have been more confused by the revelation that Sloane wasn’t single if she hadn’t chosen that exact moment to turn around and lock eyes with her. The expression on her face was a dead giveaway that she had just told a massive lie and had no idea why she’d done that.
“Bring them?” Sloane’s face was rapidly turning a sick, kind of gray color. “To the weekend? I can’t just ask them to come away for the weekend with less than a week’s notice. They have a life, you know?”
Polly exchanged a glance with Melissa who also clearly understood what was happening but looked far more excited about the drama than either Polly or Sloane did. She reached around Melissa to grab four of the mini pumpkin cookies. They definitely needed cookies now.
“Greer,” Sloane said, panicked. “Greer!”
She pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it.
Polly chewed her bottom lip, wondering whether she should say something.
“She hung up?” Melissa asked.
Polly’s eyes went wide. Evidently, that was what had happened, but it was hardly helpful to say it.
“Yeah,” Sloane managed to force out. “And I’m supposed to bring a date this weekend.”
“And the date doesn’t exist?” Melissa leaned across the counter with interest.
“Nope.”
“What’s this weekend?”
“Niece’s third birthday party. Halloween themed. Sister’s fifth wedding anniversary dinner and brunch.”
“Wow, just rolling all the events into one fun-packed weekend, huh?”
Polly wasn’t a violent person, but she really wanted to gag Melissa with one of the towels behind the counter. This was not helping.
“Fun. Yeah. Sure.” Sloane was still staring at her phone. Although, this was the most Polly had ever heard her talk to someone new before. Maybe she’d met Melissa on previous visits. They were both here a lot.
“You should take Polly,” Melissa said, turning to Polly with a massive, smug grin.
Sloane whipped her head up. “What?”
Polly opened and closed her mouth several times, but no sounds came out.
“Yeah,” Melissa said. “She’s off this weekend. You clearly know each other well. You were just holding hands, so that’s not a problem. Just pretend to be dating for the weekend. It’s not a big deal.”
It was a massive deal. And Sloane obviously agreed. She looked how Polly felt; like her soul had just left her body.
This was the biggest of big deals.



Three
 
Sloane was having trouble wrapping her head around the words Polly’s colleague was saying.
Take Polly with her? Pretend to date them? Hold their hand? What?
She shook her head and looked at Polly who looked just as speechless as Sloane was.
How had her peaceful morning of rain and tea and plants gone so wrong and landed her here? Why had she told Greer she was seeing someone?
She really needed to get a grip on herself around Polly. Her brain had been scrambled by Polly falling over her and holding her hand and being all adorable and challenging her to raindrop races and getting her hot chocolate and and and…
“Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? Unless you’d rather take someone you don’t know?” Melissa said with a laugh.
How was she still speaking?
“Melissa,” Polly said, bright red, but finally finding her voice again. “You can’t just force my company on people for a whole weekend.”
Sloane was momentarily caught by the fact that her auburn hair looked so much redder when she was blushing than it usually did.
She shook her head and located her voice again. “And I’m sure Polly doesn’t want to have to be around my family for a whole weekend or be forced into pretending to date me. She’s probably dating someone already and I’m sure the person in question wouldn’t take kindly to them pretending to be my partner for the weekend—”
Melissa raised her eyebrows at Sloane and stopped her talking with the accusatory and knowing look.
“Firstly,” she said, “Polly’s as painfully single as you clearly are.”
“Hey,” Polly cut in. “It’s not painful.”
Melissa’s head lolled to the side and she rolled her eyes at Polly. “Sure it’s not. But that’s not important because secondly, you two looked like a couple on the way over here. I’m sure you could pull it off. And thirdly, you know Polly. She loves people. I’m certain she’d love nothing more than to spend the weekend surrounded by your family.”
Polly looked like she was going to strangle Melissa, which was a new look on her, but Sloane would support it.
Before this, she’d only interacted with Melissa a couple of times and now the woman was signing her up for a weekend of absolute torture that would also guarantee she’d never actually get with Polly. Which was a given anyway, but a weekend with Sloane’s family would definitely drive them away.
Besides, while her family didn’t explicitly disapprove of her being queer, they weren’t totally on board with it. Hence the parade of random men they insisted on. How could she possibly bring a nonbinary lesbian into that environment and act like it was okay?
Polly cleared her throat and gave Melissa the most severe expression Sloane had ever seen on their face. It was still nicer than most people’s polite faces, but it was severe for them.
“Melissa, can you excuse us?” they said, polite in a dangerous way. “Sloane and I need to discuss this without a third party pushing both our decisions for us. Thank you so much.”
“Sure thing,” Melissa said, laughing and not at all contrite.
Sloane was impressed by Polly’s evident ability to define and enforce her boundaries despite being the loveliest person in existence. They might not be coming into the lion’s den with her, but Sloane might have to get a few lessons on boundaries from them before she went.
Polly led her to the nearest empty table that was out of Melissa’s earshot. It was an off-peak hour in the cafe so the place wasn’t busy, for which Sloane was thankful. Melissa was already one person too many to be in on this situation, they didn’t need random eavesdroppers too.
They both sat and sipped their hot chocolates for a moment. It was rich and smooth and perfect. Of course. Polly had even brought them tiny little pumpkin cookies.
Ugh. They really were perfect. And now Sloane had to get out of a conversation where someone had implied the two of them should be together, even if only in a fake way.
“I’m sorry about Melissa,” Polly said eventually. “She’s a little untactful, but she means well. I think. I’m not actually sure, but she probably does. It doesn’t really matter. I’m sorry she tried to force me on you for the weekend. You really don’t have to take me. I won’t be offended or anything.”
Of course she wouldn’t be, because she was wonderful and kind and far too good to be anywhere close to the Abbott family. They would eat her alive and Sloane would be the one who’d led them there, straight to the vultures themselves.
She shook her head, feeling ashamed at having thought such awful things about her family. They weren’t really that bad, she was just annoyed and mentally lashing out. It wasn’t fair of her.
“It’s never a chore to spend time around you,” Sloane said without really thinking it through, and then felt herself blushing. “You’re lovely and friendly and you’re not the reason I can’t take you. My family is a lot, and I wouldn’t want to put you in that situation for someone you’re barely even friends with…”
“Hey,” Polly frowned a little. “We’re friends. We see each other all the time. I’m sure I see you way more than your family does.”
Sloane breathed out a laugh. “You see me more than most people.”
“There, see. I see you the most, we talk, we laugh, we’re friends. And you just have to let that in.” She smiled.
“Okay,” Sloane said slowly, kind of expecting her to take it back the minute Sloane agreed. But she didn’t. Instead, she smiled like the happiest person on the planet.
“You look confused,” she pointed out, taking another sip of their hot chocolate. “Why do I get the feeling you don’t officially declare people your friends very often?”
“Huh. Well. I don’t know, but you’re not wrong. I have a couple of people from college and one from a place I worked before I started my own company that I’d say are friends, but we’re not massively close or anything.”
Polly tilted her head. “Didn’t you say once that you have a couple of assistants? You’re not friends with them?”
Sloane shrugged. She’d never really thought about it. Abir and Ro were both great colleagues and Sloane appreciated them immensely, but she didn’t know if they were friends.
Polly waited for her to think it through, but the silence wasn’t judgemental or stressful. It was gentle and patient and kind and a million other things Sloane realized were mostly missing from the relationships in her life.
“We’re friendly,” she finally settled on. “But I don’t think we’re friends.”
“I wonder if they think you’re friends,” they said. It wasn’t a question or a criticism. It was just an observation and it made Sloane wonder too.
Polly had thought them friends before today. Was it possible that Abir and Ro did too? Did Sloane have more friends than she realized?
She shook her head again. That was a train of thought for another time. They currently needed to focus on the weekend.
She cleared her throat as Polly smiled at one of the tiny pumpkin cookies, holding it out in front of her. If she didn’t stop being this cute, Sloane wasn’t going to make it through this interaction, let alone the whole weekend. Maybe that would be better, though. If she died from Polly’s cuteness, that would be both a great way to go and she’d never have to resolve the Greer situation.
Although, then she’d never get to see Polly smile at a tiny pumpkin again. And that was potentially even worse than a whole month of weekends with Greer.
“Polly,” Sloane said while attempting to stop her breath from catching as she said their name. “I’m so grateful for you being so kind and so gracious, and I’m really glad we’re friends, but I can’t subject you to a weekend with my family and of my company.”
“Sure you can,” she said, as if it made perfect sense. “I like hanging out with you. I can tell that this weekend is going to be a lot for you and I’d like to be there to support you.”
Sloane furrowed her brow. “You’re too good to actually exist. You do know that, right?”
They laughed. “I believe you told me that once before, yes. Although, that time it was because I’d managed to get you daffodils out of season.”
She nodded slowly. She had said that. And it was even more true now.
They’d hardly known each other back then, but Sloane had had a client almost as picky as her sister, who had demanded daffodils. Though the only guidance they’d given when she’d asked for specifics on the type they’d like had been “yellow ones” and to look at Sloane like she was incompetent. She never bothered explaining that there were multiple types of narcissus flowers, she’d just been ready to worship the ground Polly walked on when they’d managed to get her some in.
Honestly, she was still ready to worship the ground Polly walked on, but it was a much more well-rounded form of worship now that Sloane knew them better.
“I mean it,” Sloane said. “You’re really wonderful. And that’s why I can’t steal your weekend with my family’s nonsense and my sister’s carousel of events.”
Polly quirked her eyebrows at that. “And what if I want to go on the carousel with you?”
There was a very slightly suggestive edge in their voice and Sloane forced herself not to think too hard about it. Doing so would not help the conversation, or Sloane’s peace of mind.
“The carousel, in this case, involves my family who… didn’t disown me for being queer, but they are still trying to constantly set me up with men. And predominantly men who are carbon copies of my brother-in-law. He’s a nice enough guy, but he’s very… straight.”
Polly nodded in understanding, but there was a slight tightening around her eyes. “I’m sorry they’re being like that. Especially since you’re out to them. But that’s really all the more reason to bring me with you. Hammer home just how queer you are, get them off your back, scare away the hetero dudes they’re sending at you.”
Sloane couldn’t help but laugh at the idea of Polly as her knight in shining armor against all the cishet men her family sent her way. They really were the sweetest person Sloane had ever met.
“Are you sure you really want to get involved in that? Don’t you want your weekend off to relax? I know you don’t get a lot of those and I don’t want to take up the one you do get.”
She prayed Polly would not comment on Sloane knowing her schedule. It was another thing they didn’t need to be digging into right now.
She really needed to get her… crush under control. There really was no point denying that’s what it was when they were debating whether Polly would come home with her for the weekend and pretend to be her partner.
Maybe she was supposed to mention it to Polly? It was one thing to pretend to be dating a friend and a whole other thing to pretend to date someone who actually wanted you. But she couldn’t bring herself to say those words. They had just become friends, officially. She could get over her feelings and be friends with Polly. She was amazing and they clearly had great friend-chemistry. Sloane just needed to get over her ridiculous little crush.
Which would have been a lot easier if Polly didn’t keep smiling at her like that.
“You’re right, I don’t get a lot of weekends off. And I would like to spend this one with my friend, Sloane. So tell me what I need to know.”
The word friend made Sloane’s heart ache. She really needed to get over Polly. Especially since she seemed pretty set on attending this weekend.
“Polly, really. If you’re going to consider this, I think you need to reconsider. My family— I don’t know how they’re going to be about you being nonbinary. I’ve never had a conversation with any of them about gender. It might be bad. I really don’t want to do that to you.”
“If I weren’t there and they were transphobic, what would you do?” she asked, head tilting to the side.
Sloane looked around as she thought. “Tell them off. Leave. Yeah.”
They nodded. “And, with me there? Same thing?”
“Yeah, probably. Unless you’d rather something else happened?”
“No. That works. Thank you for asking for my input, though.”
“Of course. I—” Sloane wanted to say that she would do anything to make Polly happy, and that she wanted her input on everything, all the time, but that would be too much.
Luckily, or perhaps unluckily given what she said, Polly spoke before Sloane had to go on. “We’re good. You’ve got my back. I’ve got yours. We go this weekend and then we’ll commiserate or celebrate afterward. Whatever you want.”
Before Sloane could argue or agree or even splutter, her phone started vibrating again and she simply frowned.
“You okay?” Polly asked.
“Yeah,” she sighed, pulling her phone out. “Just Greer.”
Polly’s face transformed from worried to mischievous and she fished the phone out of Sloane’s hand and answered.
“Hello, Greer,” they said, pleasant like Polly always was, but with that edge again.
Sloane was so distracted by how much she liked Polly cheeky, in charge, and a little dangerous that she didn’t even think to take the phone back.
“Yes,” Polly said down the phone as she reached across the table to put their hand on top of Sloane’s. “I will be attending the weekend with Sloane. Thank you so much for the invitation. You have no idea how much I’m looking forward to it.”
The look in Polly’s eyes made Sloane think for the first time that maybe Greer was the one who needed to worry about this weekend.
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“You did what?” Nureet said, staring at Polly as though they were looking at an imposter.
“What?” she replied. “It’s just helping a friend. Nothing wrong with that. I do that all the time.”
Nureet added another box of patio lights to the shelf they were stacking, their mouth opening and closing as if they couldn’t figure out words.
Polly just smiled continuing to stack shelves as the store around them got gradually emptier.
“No,” Nureet finally said. “Helping a friend is like when you come round to help me move or paint or something. It is not signing up for a weekend of pretending to be dating a customer.”
They frowned. “She’s more than a customer. We’ve known each other for over a year and we’re friends. She was in need of a date to get her sister off her back and I volunteered. Well. Technically, Melissa volunteered me first, I guess, but still. I think it’s a good idea.”
“You think it’s a good idea to pretend to be dating someone who comes in and makes eyes at you every single week?”
Polly shook her head. “Why do you keep saying that? She doesn’t make eyes at me. We’re just friends.”
“Not this weekend you’re not.” Nureet shook their head. “Have you even figured out how you’re going to make that work? Her family is going to be able to tell that you’re faking it, don’t you think?”
She laughed. “No, I really don’t. Sloane doesn’t see them very much, they’re very into their view of things, she’s never taken anyone home with her, and we’re going to figure out the details when I go over to her place tonight. We’ve got the whole thing in hand. Besides, Melissa suggested it because we’d been holding hands when we went over to the cafe and she thought we were convincing enough.”
Nureet dropped the box they were holding and Polly raised their eyebrows in question.
“And why, pray tell, were you holding hands with her?” Nureet asked, picking up the dropped box and investigating it for dents and breaks. It looked fine, thankfully.
“You told me she was having a rough day. That was true, so I took her for hot chocolate.”
“By holding her hand?”
“Yes,” Polly sighed. She did not get why Nureet was so worked up about this.
“Are we talking about the same person? Sloane Abbott? Sloane, the very hot, very sexy, very butch woman who comes in all the time.”
They shook their head. “Of course Sloane Abbott. How are you this confused? I thought you’d be glad I had something fun planned for my weekend off.”
“I really don’t think you understand fun, or the fact that you were holding hot Sloane’s hand and now you’re going to be her girlfriend.”
“Fake girlfriend. And, actually, she only said partner.” She gasped and scrunched her hands together at her waist. “Do you think she does that because I’m nonbinary? That would be so sweet of her.”
Nureet shook their head. “I would assume so. She’s clearly super queer and very respectful from what I’ve seen. Seems like her vibe. I just don’t get how you don’t think this is a big deal. She barely speaks to other people but she stares at you and holds your hand and agrees to take you home? And you think she’s not interested?”
Polly laughed. “She’s not. We’re just friends.”
They huffed, put down the box they’d picked up, and put their hands on their hips. “And what about you?”
“What about me?” Polly asked sweetly.
“Are you interested in her?”
“We’re just friends.”
“You keep saying that, but you haven’t denied that she’s hot. You’re holding her hand and being her fake girlfriend. So. Do you like her?”
Polly rolled her eyes affectionately. “We’re just friends. Yes, objectively, she’s hot and wonderful. But we’re just friends.”
She really didn’t understand what was going on with Nureet. Polly was perfectly capable of seeing that Sloane was cute and hot with her dark brown, cropped hair, and those muscles, and her freckles. But that didn’t mean they were anything more than friends. It just meant that Polly could appreciate when someone was aesthetically pleasing. It did not make this weekend a bad idea.
Nureet huffed. “Just try not to get hurt, okay? Especially since you’re already going over there tonight? You know you have an early shift tomorrow, right?”
Polly frowned. “I do know that. Is it relevant?”
“Good god, Polly. I love you, but you really can’t think of any reason that might be relevant when you’re going over to a very sexy woman’s house?”
They turned to look at Nureet. “Do I need to worry about you stealing my girlfriend?” they asked, laughing.
“I don’t think I’m the one you need to worry about if that’s the question you’re asking.”
Polly continued giggling as they finished stocking the shelves and finally went into the back to clock off for the day.
Nureet had only worn a thin jacket to work, despite the rain, so as they reached the exit, they grabbed the sleeve of Polly’s yellow raincoat and stopped them just inside the overhang. It was the last dry spot in a parking lot that had basically become a paddling pool from the day of precipitation.
“Just be careful, yeah? I don’t want you getting into something that messes you up because the lines are blurred.”
Polly smiled at her friend. She really was lucky to have someone who cared about her as much as Nureet did. “I promise. Nothing bad is going to happen.”
They hugged and, as Nureet ran off in the direction of their car, Polly yelled, “And I’ll be sure to tell Sloane you think she’s sexy.”
“Don’t you dare,” Nureet yelled back as they ducked into their car.
Polly giggled as they meandered towards their own car. They were in no real rush to get to the cute blue Subaru, enjoying the rain instead.
It was only as she reached her car that she realized she and Sloane had gotten so distracted with their weekend plans that they’d never had that raindrop race. They would definitely have to do that. She had laid down a challenge and was not one to back away when the title ‘Ruler of Raindrops’ was up for grabs.
She flicked the radio on and immediately began singing along as she pulled her phone out to find the address Sloane had texted her.
Honestly, she’d been a little surprised to realize she hadn’t already gotten Sloane’s number but quickly remembered that it was because every time she’d thought to ask, she wondered whether it might be too fast for Sloane and her reserved nature. If nothing else, at least Greer had helped them get over that hurdle. Compared to pretending to date someone for a whole weekend with their family, exchanging phone numbers wasn’t really a big deal at all.
The GPS told Polly it was a twenty-seven-minute drive to Sloane’s house. Over twice as long as it took Polly to get home, but she wasn’t surprised to learn that Sloane lived so far out of town. She was always in buying plants and pots and a whole host of other supplies that weren’t just for her business, so it made sense she’d be further out and had a decent-sized yard.
She probably also liked not being right on top of her neighbors. Sloane really wasn’t great around large groups of people. Polly had noticed she could handle it, but she was never completely relaxed. Her shoulders always held a little tension when she came into Blooms during a busy window. On multiple occasions, Polly had wanted to hug her or stroke a hand down her arm, just to help soothe her. But she really wasn’t sure if that would help or hurt more, and she would never want to hurt any of her friends.
Although, today, Sloane had seemed okay with the two of them holding hands, so maybe she wasn’t averse to physical contact. She probably just didn’t like it with strangers. Which was very fair. Polly was a hugger, but even she drew the line at hugging random strangers. You never knew where it might lead.
As they drove along the increasingly countryside roads, they sang along to the radio and wiggled mostly in time to the wipers that were whooshing across the window, not quite quick enough for the downpour.
The sun had set hours before Nureet and Polly left work, but it got darker the further she got from Blooms as there was a decrease in buildings and street lights and people. By the time she was pulling into the driveway she believed to be Solane’s, it was eerily dark around her, helped by the sheer number of trees surrounding the drive. However, when they finally saw lights, they were pretty sure they’d just driven into the pages of a storybook.
Sloane’s house was an adorable little cottage set in the middle of trees and plants and curving cobbled stone paths. A small lantern illuminated the front door, and soft, warm, yellow light shone from the windows.
It was perfect.
She pulled in behind the Rav4 in the gravel driveway, giggling about the fact that they both drove SUVs, because of course they did.
As they climbed out of the car, they caught a glimpse of a glass greenhouse that the rain was bouncing off. It looked huge, of course. The whole thing was so very Sloane that Polly couldn’t help but grin.
She walked up the path to the front door and had barely finished knocking before the door was wrenched open and she was face-to-face with a nervous-looking Sloane.
It was evident she’d been waiting behind the door for Polly to knock. Part of her wanted to comment on it, but she didn’t want to embarrass Sloane further, so she just smiled to herself instead.
“Hello,” Sloane said, stepping to the side to allow Polly in. “Come in. I’m sorry about the mess.”
Polly looked around. There was no mess.
They were stood in an adorable little flagstone entryway that opened into a super cozy living room where Sloane had a fire going in the hearth. Honestly, the whole place was a magical storyland. The only thing that seemed to be even remotely out of place was the blanket draped across the couch. Sloane had clearly been using it earlier, but other than that, everything was pristine.
“It’s perfect,” they told Sloane, who bowed her head, blushing a little. “Seriously. Just magical and I can’t believe you live here and I’ve never been before.”
“Oh.” Sloane was struggling to meet Polly’s gaze. “I mean, you’re always welcome. Sorry. I should have invited you before. I just worry it’s a little small here and stuff. My family is always saying—”
“Sloane,” Polly said gently, slowly reaching towards her arm, looking for any sign that Sloane didn’t want to be touched. “I’m sorry your family thinks it’s small. I think it’s perfect and very you. And you didn’t need to invite me before. I’m here now.”
Sloane took a deep breath and actually looked at Polly. “Yes, you are. Thank you. Sorry, I get a little anxious sometimes.”
Polly smiled. “It’s really okay. But thank you for telling me.”
Sloane smiled and the look was so relieved that Polly was doubly glad they were doing this. She really didn’t want Sloane to have to face her family alone.
“Sorry,” she said, gesturing to Polly’s coat. “Can I take that for you? Oh, your shoes, your feet must be soaked. I have spare slippers you can have.”
Polly’s feet weren’t that wet. Her shoes were fairly waterproof, but she wasn’t going to say no to walking around this gorgeous little cottage in snuggly slippers. She really loved slippers.
As she peeled her coat off and hung it on one of the hooks to dry, Sloane ducked down to pull a pair of slippers from one of the cubbyholes in the bench by the door.
Polly couldn’t help but grin when she saw that they were a perfect match for Sloane’s, even down to the little tartan bow. “Matching slippers. We’re already doing perfectly at this girlfriends thing.”
Sloane choked but recovered quickly. “Do you want tea? I have tea. I love tea. Would you like some?”
Polly couldn’t believe how adorable she was, but she did hope Sloane would be able to relax by the time the evening was over. They would have a hard time selling their relationship if Sloane got this nervous every time Polly smiled at her.
“I would love some tea. What kind are we having?”
“Oh, it’s just Irish breakfast tea. Is that okay? I can make something else?”
“Sounds perfect.”
They walked through the little cottage to the perfectly appointed little kitchen, Polly falling more in love with the place with every step. And, honestly, a little bit in love with Sloane when they arrived at the kettle and she saw that a mug had already been set out for her. It was pale blue with polka dots and she loved it.
“Wait,” she said suddenly as Sloane moved around the kitchen, causing her to freeze like a deer in headlights.
“What’s wrong?”
Polly winced at the barely concealed panic in Sloane’s voice. She was going to need to not be so emphatic when Sloane was in an anxious state. She would remember that.
“Sorry,” they said, smiling sympathetically. “I just realized that we still haven’t done that raindrop race. We should do that now.”
Sloane let out a startled laugh but followed Polly to the large window, where she looked at them eagerly.
“Okay,” Polly said, smiling widely and gesturing at the window. “Pick your player from here. First person to the bottom wins. Ready, steady, go.”
They both immediately picked and started following their raindrops down the window. Polly felt confident as hers got off to an early lead, but squealed when it got pulled in by a larger drop and didn’t move for several seconds, while Sloane laughed as hers kept on its downward trajectory.
“I think you’re going to lose,” Sloane said teasingly as Polly begged and pleaded with her raindrop to keep moving. But, as she watched Sloane relax and laugh and cheer her own raindrop on, she couldn’t bring herself to be all that sad about losing.
The sentiment grew and bloomed and glowed in their chest when Sloane suddenly whooped and laughed that she had won.
Polly laughed too, unable to keep their eyes off Sloane who looked happier than they’d ever seen. “You win this round, but I’m coming for that ‘Ruler of Raindrops' title. Don’t get too comfy just yet.”
Sloane grinned at them. “We’ll see.”
As she turned back to the kitchen to finish making Polly’s tea, Polly watched her go and Nureet’s words echoed in her head from earlier.
Never before had she felt such a sense of contentment or happiness. She wanted to spend every rainy day racing raindrops with Sloane, wanted to watch Sloane relax like this around her, make them tea, and wear matching slippers. And she realized that maybe she was in more danger than she’d thought.
But, no. They were just friends. This was just a momentary rush of affection that would go away.
Right?
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Sloane tried not to fidget with the hair tie on her wrist, even though it was solely there for fidgeting. Her hair wasn’t really long enough to tie up. She could tie the top of it up, technically, but that didn’t change much. Really, she just needed a place to channel nervous energy, hence the hair tie, but she didn’t want Polly to think she was any more uncomfortable than they already did. And she didn’t want them to think it was because of them.
It wasn’t.
Well, it was a little.
Polly definitely made her nervous, but in this case, she was stressed about Polly being forced into a weekend with her and the Abbott family and what that would look like.
Admittedly, she was also a little nervous about the fact that she was going to have to do partner-y things with Polly all weekend. The raindrop race had been fun and a million times better than Sloane had even imagined it could be, but she’d almost died on the spot when Polly had joked about their matching slippers and future races, and she was basically signing up for a whole weekend of stuff like that.
Polly curled up in her armchair like she belonged there wasn’t helping either. She just fit. In this house, in Sloane’s life, in Sloane’s heart.
Sloane really needed to stop thinking things like that if they were going to make it through the weekend.
“Okay,” Polly said, taking a sip of their tea. “Tell me. How long have we been dating?”
Sloane worked hard not to choke. “Uh. I don’t know, about eight hours?”
Polly laughed. Sloane really loved that sound.
“No, silly,” they said, waving a hand at Sloane. “For your family. How long have we been dating?”
“Oh.” She didn’t really know what the correct answer was. Go too high and they’d expect Polly to know her inside out and they’d be angry Sloane hadn’t mentioned her before. Go too low and they’d question why Sloane was bringing her home. “Um. Two months?”
They nodded. “That works. We’re sapphic, so we can know each other well enough for you to bring me home in that time, but it’s not so long that we need to know each other inside out.”
Sloane laughed. “I don’t anticipate my family being up on sapphic dating, so they might still ask.”
“That’s okay. We can crash-course them.” She smiled like she was a little too excited about giving the Abbotts a queer crash course. Sloane loved it. It was that oddly dangerous edge to an otherwise sweet person and there was something so intoxicating about it.
Of course, pretty much everything about them was intoxicating. Sloane was sure she’d never have enough Polly. Even if they pretended to be dating for the rest of time.
“How did we meet?” Sloane asked, knowing that her family would ask about that.
“The same way we actually did?” Polly took another sip of tea while she seemed to think about her next comment. “I’m guessing your family knows you’re not much for social gatherings, so it probably makes sense that you’d meet someone through work.”
“Yeah, that’s true. So everything is the same, except that we started dating two months ago?”
“Sounds good to me. And totally could have happened.”
Sloane felt like a ghost had passed through her. How did Polly not realize what they were doing to her? Curled up in the chair, her cute little socks with the hearts on them peaking out, and talking about how they could have just gotten together two months ago. Did she really not notice the words she was saying?
Half of Sloane wanted to say that it really couldn’t have, because that would have required Polly being attracted to her, just to drive the point home of what Polly was saying, but she knew it would come out far more melancholy than would be helpful.
“Tell me what I need to know about your family,” Polly said, saving Sloane before she needed to find an appropriate response to their previous comments.
As Sloane thought about that, Polly looked around the room. She’d been doing that basically the whole time she’d been here and Sloane had gotten the impression that she liked the house—which made her ridiculously happy—but this time was different. They were looking for something. Pictures of Sloane’s family, she assumed.
There weren’t any to be found.
Sloane loved her family, but not in the kind of way that made her want to adorn her house with pictures of them. If she thought too hard about it she’d feel guilty, but their portraits on the wall would just feel like constant judgment and pressure that Sloane did not want or need in her home.
Polly didn’t look all that surprised not to find any, and Sloane was glad they seemed to be intuitively grasping that the relationship there was complicated at best.
“Well, Greer, who you already spoke to, is my sister. She’s two years older. She’s married to Steve. They have a daughter, Elizabeth, but she goes by Lizzie. There is a picture of her here if you want to see it? It’s on the fridge. She was about six months old at the time, and she’s about to turn three, so you know?”
“Yeah. I’ll just see her this weekend,” Polly smiled. “I hear they change a lot at that age.”
Sloane had seen them around enough kids at work to know they knew that from experience too, but it was very sweet how Polly always spoke in such a gentle way, always making Sloane feel relaxed and safe.
“Then there's my mom and dad, Janet and Phil. Mom’s quite a lot like Greer. They all talk a lot. You’ll also meet Steve’s parents and brother at the dinner, but I don’t think you’re supposed to know about them. I barely know them myself.”
“Yeah,” Polly said, “I’m having a hard enough time imagining you surrounded by your own chatty family, I can’t imagine you’ve been eager to befriend your sister’s in-laws.”
Sloane laughed. “Not so much, no.”
“Okay, so tell me what they all do for a living?”
Sloane launched into her family again and realized that the more she talked, the easier it became. Which also meant she told Polly stuff she probably would not have told a partner of two months, but even in their story they were supposed to have known each other longer, and it would give credence to the fact that Sloane was bringing them home. Because, in all honesty, she would never bring someone she’d been dating for two months home. But needs must, and Polly had to seem every bit as special as she was.
And Sloane would have no problem preventing the lines from being blurred. She was determined.
However, as the night wore on, she was already finding it harder and harder to maintain her awareness of where the lines were.
It was just so easy to smile at Polly, to look at her like she was the only other person in the universe when she laughed or said something insightful or witty, or, really, just when she existed.
Their ‘get to know you as well as a partner’ event wasn’t doing anything to quash the feelings Sloane had developed for Polly over the last year. Just every little thing about her was so wonderful and the more Sloane got to know, the more she wanted to know, and the more she ached for Polly to actually be hers.
Polly’s comfort in Sloane’s home wasn’t helping either. She just fit. It was right to have them here.
Sloane knew she would forever think of that chair as ‘Polly’s chair’ now and was glad she didn’t often have company over so she wouldn’t have to watch a parade of other people sit in it and look all wrong compared to Polly.
She wondered whether Polly felt it too or whether she was just very comfortable in other people’s homes. If anyone else had come in and made themselves quite so at home, it would have grated on Sloane’s nerves and she’d have been eager to get them out as soon as possible. But not with Polly. She actually wouldn’t mind if Polly never left again.
She could leave for work and stuff, but this being the place she always came home to, the place she curled into a chair next to the fireplace and drank tea with Sloane… Well, that wouldn’t be horrible at all.
After hours of chatting and quizzing each other on what they should know to pull off being girlfriends, Sloane was still enamored with Polly and slightly on edge from that, but she had relaxed to the point that she’d sat back on the sofa, kicked off her slippers, and pulled her legs up onto the couch. It was then that she realized spending time together before the weekend had been a doubly good idea. She was anxious enough around her family, she didn’t also need to be wound so tight she could explode from being around Polly too.
She stood to take their empty mugs and the plates from the food they’d shared into the kitchen and smiled when Polly stood to follow her.
“It’s getting late, sorry,” Sloane said. “Are you okay to drive home or would you like to stay here for the night?”
Sloane heard Polly pause behind her. “Are we sharing a bed this weekend?”
That was something Sloane hadn’t even thought about. She sucked in a sharp breath. “Uh. Yeah. I guess. Sorry. We’ll be in my parents’ guestroom. It’s got a double bed.”
“That’s cool with me, but maybe I should stay over just so we can get used to that? You don’t want the first night of having me there to be at your parents’ when you’re already stressed enough.”
It was a good and thoughtful point, but that didn’t help the panic rising in Sloane’s stomach at the thought of having Polly in her bed tonight. She had not expected or planned for that. She hadn’t changed her sheets. Polly would have to sleep in sheets she’d already slept in twice. And what was she going to wear? Sloane would have to give her something and then not die at the sight of Polly in her clothes and her bed…
“Also,” Polly said and Sloane knew she was standing slightly closer, but her voice sounded further away through the muffled buzzing in her head. “We should probably get used to being in each other’s personal space. And touching.”
Sloane was still trying to decipher the words through the fog when a hand was suddenly on her back. Not quite the small of her back, not quite suggestive or romantic, but only a couple of inches away from it.
She was glad that her response was to lockdown rather than jump. If she’d jumped, she’d have dumped the plates she was carrying on the floor and they’d be stuck cleaning up broken dishes while Sloane attempted to explain her reaction to Polly’s touch without giving away that she had a massive crush on them.
As it was, she was a little worried she was going to break the plates with the sheer force she was holding onto them with. She tried to get her brain to send a signal to relax, but it kept getting lost in translation, her grip tightening instead.
“Are you okay?” Polly asked, concern evident, and her hand twitched as though she was thinking about pulling it back. Sloane was certain that the only reason they kept it there was that they had already discussed physical contact tonight and okayed it as an important part of their ruse.
Sloane nodded stiffly, attempting to speak and only managing to squeak in a way she assumed was highly unattractive.
“I can stop if you’d rather?” Polly said, genuinely worried now.
Sloane took a deep breath, attempted to remind herself that Polly was just a friend and this was just part of the plan, and found her voice. “No. It’s okay. You’re right. We have to get used to this.”
“Not if you’re not okay with it.”
“I am. I just… wasn’t expecting it. But it’s good.”
And that was the thing. It was good. She was certain her response must be making it look like she hated Polly touching her, but in reality, it was the absolute opposite.
Polly’s hand was light through Sloane’s waffle knit sweater, but it felt warm and sent tingling, sparkling magic through Sloane’s body from the spot where they were connected.
“You sure?” Polly asked.
“Yes.”
The pressure on Sloane’s back increased slightly as Polly relaxed a little and her stomach swooped like she was on a rollercoaster.
Sloane had never even liked rollercoasters. All she could think while she was on them was about all the ways the security features could fail and she’d plummet to her death. But she liked this one. Admittedly, she’d already thrown out all of her safety features and was pretending to date the person she was half in love with, but while she was there anyway, the swooping was an oddly pleasant phenomenon.
Polly reached for the dishes Sloane was still holding out in front of her and tugged them from her grasp, placing them on the counter instead.
“Now,” Polly said, edging around Sloane so they were facing each other, with their hand still on Sloane’s back, “put your hands on my waist.”
Sloane was certain her brain was fully offline. She’d spent so long thinking about holding Polly, about running her hands over those soft curves, and now it was happening, and they were so close and Sloane’s head was filled with nothing but Polly. Their gentle touch and their beautiful face and the very herbal scent of whatever product they used and it was all so much and so perfect and too much and not enough and Sloane was never going to make it out of this weekend alive.
She cleared her throat and moved her hands rigidly to Polly’s waist.
It was even more perfect than she could have ever imagined. Soft but solid and warm and… just everything.
She shuddered involuntarily and looked up in time to watch Polly’s eyes widen and their breath catch slightly.
It really was too much. She’d never felt like this with anyone else, never so desperately wanted to be closer, to be kissing. Suddenly, a lot of things she’d heard about over the years made significantly more sense.
“See,” Polly breathed, “Not so bad. And now we can get used to being close to each other. Like a couple.”
Right. A couple. Which they were, even if they weren’t.
Sloane’s brain was absolutely exploding inside her skull.
“Let me just clear these dishes,” they said. “Then we can go to bed.”
“Yes. Okay. Bed. Yes.” That was a thing they were doing. Going to bed together. And they were holding each other. And they were a couple for the time being.
Sloane coughed and stepped back from the embrace, confused when the energy in the room didn’t immediately break. She was sure she’d read a million times that the tension broke when people stepped away. But it absolutely was not breaking. It was buzzing and building inside of her and she was fighting to keep it down.
“I’ll just… go get something for you to change into for bed.” It was an excuse to get her out of the room and to check that the bedroom was presentable. She really hadn’t been expecting bed guests. And ordinarily, she’d never leave a guest to wash the dishes, but they both needed a moment. Or Sloane did, anyway. Polly seemed perfectly at home. It really was like a glimpse into the what could be if they were together.
Somehow, it was so much better than Sloane had even imagined, and she wasn’t really sure what to do with that other than get ready to go to bed with Polly. Because that was happening and that was fine.



Six
 
Polly was positively vibrating with excitement. She had just under an hour until Sloane was picking her up and they were leaving for the Abbott home and a weekend of Greer-led celebrations.
She was ready to be polite and friendly with all of Sloane’s family, but she had mentioned that she wasn’t sure she would actually like Greer. Sloane had simply laughed and said she understood that.
They were just so different and Polly really liked Sloane and did not like the way Greer was so demanding with her.
She’d spent three nights this week with Sloane and they’d been perfect, but all of them had been interrupted at least once by Greer calling to talk about the weekend. Mostly, she seemed fixated on getting Sloane into a dress.
Polly couldn’t understand it. Honestly, it felt as though Greer had never seen her sister in person.
Sure, Sloane could probably pull off a dress and look great, but the way she bodily shut down when they were brought up was more than enough to tell Polly that you should never, ever suggest such a thing to her. Besides, she looked ridiculously hot in the suit she had for the party.
The second time Greer had called to talk about dresses, Polly had asked if she could see the suit. Sloane had been more than willing to model it for her and Polly had made efforts to not allow their jaw to hit the ground when Sloane stepped out of her bedroom wearing it.
The cut, the material, the floral shirt… it was all perfect and Sloane looked ridiculously good in it.
Of course, after seeing it, Polly had insisted on getting a dress that coordinated despite Sloane insisting that anything Polly already had would be more than good enough. But it was a great excuse to get new clothes and she was not going to think too hard about how the idea of coordinated outfits made a thrill shoot through her.
They had also gone for matching for Lizzie’s Halloween birthday party. The guy in the fancy dress shop had explicitly referred to coordinating as a couple’s costume thing and Polly had not missed how Sloane choked on fresh air when Polly told him, “That’s perfect. We’re girlfriends.”
With all of the other things to talk about—not to mention all of the touching and getting used to the way her insides felt jumbled up when Sloane touched her—Polly had forgotten to address the girlfriends/partners thing. However, she was delighted when Sloane brought it up, once she’d finished choking on fresh air.
She’d been so shy as she asked, around a rack of cat costumes, “You said girlfriends. Is that the term you prefer?”
Polly had smiled and replied, “It doesn’t make much difference to me. I like both that and partner, which I’ve noticed you tend to use?”
“Oh. I just use that because it’s gender-neutral and I wouldn’t want to presume. Either is fine with me.”
“Cool. So we can use both?”
“Both sounds good.”
Polly squeezed her shoulders up around her ears just thinking about it. Sloane really was adorable and considerate and kind.
They weren’t super sure how Sloane and Greer had come from the same place. That would be something they were attempting to figure out over the weekend.
“Tell me you’re not swooning over Sloane again,” Nureet said, right in Polly’s ear. She hadn’t heard them approaching.
“I’m not swooning because we’re not dating,” Polly replied.
They snorted. “Well, in about forty-five minutes you are. And you’re swooning. You have been all week. Besides, I’m not sure dating is a prerequisite for swooning. I was watching Pride and Prejudice last night and definitely swooned, but if I were dating Mr. Darcy or Elizabeth Bennett, you’d have heard about it.”
“Sloane’s niece is called Elizabeth. Did you know?”
“Yes, I did know,” they deadpanned. “You have told me far more about Sloane this week than I ever imagined knowing.”
Polly turned to look at them. “I thought you said she was hot?”
“She is hot. That’s an objective fact. But you know what she’s like.”
“Do I?” Polly had no idea what they were talking about.
“Yeah, she’s not a big talker. Thus, she was in the camp of gorgeous, unattainable, and tells you very little about themselves.”
“Huh.” They thought about that. “She’s shy. But she’s actually very open once you get to know her.”
Nureet laughed. “And how many people do you think she’s letting get to know her, Pol?”
“I’m sure she’d let you if you tried it.”
“I’m sure she would too, but not like she lets you.”
“What? Of course she would. I’m not special. I’m just chatty.”
They shook their head. “You really have no idea, do you? This weekend is going to be a disaster if the pair of you don’t get a grip on yourselves soon.”
Polly stared at them. They loved Nureet but sometimes they were so obscure. And she really had no idea what they were going on about in this case.
After half a minute of silence and staring, Nureet caved and laughed. “I wasn’t joking when I said she makes eyes at you. And you’re a fool if you think you just like her as a friend. You slept at her house three times this week. And yes, yes, I know you think it was just to get used to being around each other like a couple, but really, Pol. Who are you kidding?”
“You’re reading far too much into this. Yes, she’s cool and objectively gorgeous, but we’re honestly just friends. She needs time around someone to get to know them and feel comfortable. That’s all we’ve been doing.”
“And you’re standing here positively bouncing because you’re excited to hang out with her family?”
Polly turned to look at them straight on. “It’s me. Would that be all that surprising?”
Nureet went to reply automatically before freezing comically mid-way through. “Huh. Fair point. But you know what I’m talking about, Polly Stanwick. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes.”
Polly laughed and turned back to the counter. She could tell Nureet the truth, that being around Sloane this week hadn’t been what she’d expected, that when they touched, it felt a little more charged than it should, that Polly was convincing themself that it was just because touching Sloane was new, or that she hadn’t seen Sloane yesterday—she went to her own home to pack and prepare for the trip—and that it felt like eons since she’d seen her, but none of that would help them. Nureet would take it as confirmation that this was a bad idea and attempt to persuade Polly out of it at the very last minute, and that was not an option.
Instead, she spent the last half-hour she had on shift, daydreaming about Sloane and redirecting the conversation whenever Nureet called them out for glazing over or bouncing or mentioning something Sloane-related.
If she was developing a little crush on Sloane, that was fine. It was just a tiny thing and it would pass. It would not interfere with the weekend, and then they would be back to being just friends by Tuesday.
The thought felt uncomfortable, like a pit in Polly’s stomach. They couldn’t figure out why it made them feel so cold and alone when just a week ago they had been less close to Sloane. She decided it was probably the fear that they would go back to being friends only at Blooms, but she shook that thought off. They’d spent a lot of time together this week, they’d bonded, Sloane seemed to like and be relaxing in Polly’s company. Surely they would still be proper friends after?
Besides, she had Sloane’s phone number now. Even if Sloane wasn’t good at reaching out, Polly was. They would be fine.
“You’re getting worse,” Nureet pointed out only two minutes before they clocked off.
“Sorry?”
“The excitement, the bouncing, the absolutely besotted schoolchild look. It’s getting worse.”
Polly laughed. “Come off it. I’m just excited for my weekend off.”
They rolled their eyes. “Sure. And, while I’m waking up early to come in here and deal with the Halloween crowds, you’ll be snuggled up in bed with Sloane fricking Abbott and having a jolly old time being gay together.”
“We’re only gay together in that we are gay and in the same space. Much like you and I are being gay together right now,” Polly replied, tilting her head up slightly as she signed out of the register and prepared to head into the back for her weekend with Sloane.
“We’ll see,” Nureet laughed. “I’m just saying that if I had someone that hot available to me all weekend, I’d get some.”
“In their parents’ house? You’d get some in their parents’ guestroom?”
“Of course. And I’m loud, so it’d make breakfast a little awkward—”
“Really did not need to know that, thanks,” Polly laughed.
“But it would be so worth it. Someone that hot spread out for me—”
“Who’s hot?” Sloane asked, popping up at Polly’s shoulder, causing her to jump and Nureet to look like a panicked bunny about to pass out.
“Oh,” they said, scrambling. “Just, uh. Hi, Sloane. How are you? Just. Well. This girl at the grocery store.”
“Hello, Nureet,” Sloane replied with a smile, impressing Polly with her memory and the fact that she seemed less stressed than Polly had expected. “You should ask her out if you think she’s hot. Especially if you’re thinking about having her spread out for you while you’re in the middle of work.”
Polly snorted with laughter while Nureet looked like they were going to die. She definitely was not going to mention Neet thought about Sloane being spread out for them. Nor was she hoping to encourage any kind of flirtation between the two. She was fairly sure Sloane wasn’t interested, but it would be super weird if her best friend started dating her fake girlfriend.
It wasn’t about Sloane specifically, or any feelings Polly might have for her, it was about the weird situation and not wanting to mess with their friendship lines. That was all it was.
“Uh, yeah, maybe,” Nureet muttered. “Well, you two enjoy your weekend. I’m just going to… go. Over… here…”
“See you Tuesday, Neet,” Polly called as they sloped away, before turning to Sloane. “Be nice.”
Sloane looked bewildered. “How was that not nice?”
“They think you’re hot.”
Her eyes went wide and Polly was sure her mouth would have dropped open if they weren’t in public. “What?”
“Yeah.” She hesitated. “Are you… interested?”
“No. I barely know them. I mean, I’m sure they’re lovely and all, but no. I don’t know them. Plus, they have grocery store girl.” She forced a slightly awkward laugh.
Polly smiled, the sudden butterflies she’d felt in her stomach easing. Part of them wondered whether she should tell Sloane they were talking about her, but she didn’t want to embarrass Sloane or Nureet further. She also simply did not want to tell her, but she wasn’t going to think too hard about that. They had places to go and people to see…
“So,” they said instead, “you’re early?”
Sloane looked nervous. “Yeah, is that okay? I, you know, figured better early than late, and I can help you with your things out to the car. I’m sure you’re tired after a day at work and a four-hour drive ahead.”
“You’re very thoughtful,” Polly smiled, secretly swooning a little at the thought of Sloane wanting to help with her luggage. There wasn’t a lot of it, since they were only going to be gone for three days, but it was still very kind of her. “Come on, then, I’ll take you in the back.”
Sloane gasped and coughed, attempting to cover it up and failing spectacularly.
Polly was a little worried about her until they’d made it halfway to the backroom at which point she realized what she’d said and what had happened.
They stopped dead in their tracks and felt her face go bright red. “I’m so sorry. I just realized what I said and I didn’t mean it like that. Oh my god. Mortifying.”
Sloane laughed gently. “It’s really okay. It’s kind of cute that you didn’t realize and I’m very much enjoying this reaction now that you’ve realized.”
“I’m dead. Sorry. You’re on your own this weekend. Polly is deceased. Gone. Forever forgotten.”
Most of her embarrassment was from her own comment, but she’d be lying if she said some of it wasn’t from Sloane calling her cute. But Sloane didn’t need to know that.
Sloane took her arm and gently dragged her to the door for employees only, and Polly thrilled at how natural it seemed for her to do that. Over the last week, Sloane had gotten a little more relaxed with touching Polly, but still usually did it in response to Polly touching her. She hadn’t been prepared for how warm it would make her feel when Sloane initiated contact on her own, but now she realized she absolutely should have been working on controlling her responses because she could not blush and catch her breath every time Sloane touched her with the whole of the Abbott family present.
Well, she had four hours in the car to work on that. Four hours. In a tiny, enclosed space. With Sloane. Before they got into bed together. Yeah… What could possibly go wrong?



Seven
 
Sloane watched Polly out of the corner of her eye as they walked out to the Rav.
She had definitely not been expecting them to tell her Nureet thought they were hot, but she was glad of Polly’s slight hesitation when they asked if Sloane would be interested. It probably meant nothing, but she was going to hold onto the hope that it meant, for whatever reason, that Polly did not want her to get with Nureet.
They seemed like a perfectly lovely person, but Sloane had only ever had a crush on one of Blooms’ employees and it was not Nureet.
It was the person she was making a potentially very bad decision with at that very moment. Officially pretend girlfriends with Polly. For the whole weekend. With her family. And with the memory of Polly’s wide-eyed blush when Sloane had touched her freshly burned into her memory.
As she opened the door to the back seat to add Polly’s luggage to her own, she really was starting to question the wisdom of agreeing to this plan.
“You brought work with you?” Polly asked, causing Sloane to turn to see what they were looking at.
“Sorry?”
“Your trunk is full of plants. I didn’t realize you had work to do this weekend.”
Sloane suddenly saw the car through Polly’s eyes and it all made sense.
“Oh,” she said, waving towards the back of the car. “No, that’s all for Greer. That’s the favors, and the tabletop gardens she asked for as a gift, and the fairy garden for Lizzie, of course.”
“Of course. Why would you not have all of that?” Polly laughed, but the sound was a little off.
Honestly, it was a little validating. Sloane constantly worried that she was being too harsh on her sister when she got annoyed at the constant phone calls and requests and the pressure, but seeing Polly get irritated with it this week, especially when they were the nicest person in existence, really helped her think maybe it wasn’t just her being a bad person. Maybe her sister was coming on a little strong with the constant requests.
“We can just be glad that most of Lizzie’s presents got shipped to my parents’ place directly,” Sloane said, shaking her head. “Otherwise, we’d be squeezing a play tent in the back seat too.”
“Yeah…” Polly shook their head as if attempting to shake all thoughts of Greer out of their mind.
Sloane felt bad for bringing her into Polly’s life, but they had assured her multiple times that it was okay.
Sloane moved around the car and, by the time she was climbing into the driver’s seat, Polly had stripped her coat off and was pulling snacks from her bag. Sloane watched in amusement as they arranged them in available spots.
“I know we’re stopping for food on the way, but you can’t have a road trip without snacks.” She grabbed her phone and waved it at Sloane. “Or a playlist.”
“You made a playlist?” Sloane was oddly touched by the gesture. Nobody had ever made her a playlist before. It wasn’t something she’d have imagined would make her emotional, but here they were.
“Of course. And I paid attention to the kinds of things you like and mixed that in with my stuff, so it’s very us.”
Sloane’s heart beat heavily in her chest.
Usually, the day she was leaving to go to her parents’ was filled with stress and anxiety and feeling irritable. Today had not been like that.
She’d woken up excited and eager for the moment she could pick Polly up and go on their road trip together.
The morning she’d spent finishing up Lizzie’s fairy garden had also been spent singing along to her favorite music and, honestly, bristling with an excitement she never felt about going home. Obviously, it wasn’t about the going home part. It was about the Polly part. And that was dangerous, but it also felt incredible.
Being the person who went to pick Polly up at work, who they left with for the weekend, who they spent four hours in a car with singing and eating snacks, and who they went to bed with at the end of the night… it was everything Sloane wanted and never had the guts to ask for because Polly was too good, too sweet, too amazing, and it scared the hell out of her. But, for this weekend, she got all of that. It didn’t quite matter right now that her family would be there because all she cared about was Polly.
She knew she was looking at them as though she was as besotted as she actually was, and all of this was already risky enough without Sloane making it painfully obvious, but she couldn’t help it. Especially when Polly looked up at her and smiled back and everything was perfect.
Sloane’s family might be at the end of the next four hours, but she had Polly and they were going to get through this together. And Sloane would figure out her feelings and navigating their relationship as friends when they got back. For now, she was Polly’s and she was going to let herself enjoy that, no matter what happened later.
 
◆◆◆
 
Polly woke up after about an hour of sleeping when they were getting off the highway.
They’d spent the first few hours laughing, chatting, singing, and eating their way through the snacks she’d brought, before stopping for actual food.
The whole time, Sloane had felt simultaneously like they were on a date and as though they were one of those couples who were at the point in their relationship where they knew each other well enough to go on road trips and see each other’s families. She hadn’t realized she’d been aching to have that until it was right there in front of her.
She’d made this trip a million times and she’d never walked through the gas station envious of the couples there, never stopped at Billy’s sweet little restaurant and wished she had someone with her, but it was perfect with Polly.
Over dinner, she’d watched Polly more than she’d watched her own food, engrossed in the stories they told her about life at Blooms. They had a million tales to tell and they were all so interesting and filled with love and care and connection, and Sloane wasn’t surprised that Polly connected with others just as well as they connected with Sloane, but she was left wondering what that must be like. As someone much more used to keeping her own company, the idea of connecting with every customer who passed through Blooms made her want to go hide under ten blankets for the rest of the day, even when she loved that about Polly.
It had been the perfect date that wasn’t really a date, and Sloane had thrilled at the idea that as she saw other couples together, they might see her and Polly and think of them as a couple too.
She was really going to have a hard time letting go of this after the weekend. She couldn’t even begin to comprehend how they would handle that.
But the weekend wasn’t over yet, it had barely even started.
Polly was stirring beside her as the change in speed alerted her system that something was changing.
Sloane glanced at her fondly, just as she had a hundred times over the last hour while she slept. They really were beautiful.
However, even with as happy as Polly made her, Sloane could feel herself shutting down, walls going up to protect herself, to prepare for a weekend of her family. She loved them, she did. It was just so complicated.
Polly noticed it too, which Sloane hadn’t anticipated. She hadn’t realized Polly had paid quite that much attention to her in the last week. Or the last year. She didn’t actually know if that was something they’d have picked up on before the two of them were fake dating.
They looked at Sloane with gentle, sleepy eyes, which caused her system to have something of an internal crash as it sought to prepare her for her family and also melted at the sight of Polly.
“Hey,” they said, reaching a hand over to place on top of Sloane’s on the wheel. “Sorry for falling asleep. But I’m here now.”
Sloane was surprised by the lump in her throat that she had to swallow around. It took a second to realize it was both the sensation of being known and understood and the fact that Polly was standing beside her that was making her emotional. For this weekend only, there would be someone in that house, at those events, who understood and appreciated Sloane exactly as she was. And that was new and huge.
“Thank you,” she breathed, momentarily unable to look at Polly, but able to move her thumb to stroke Polly’s hand where it still covered her own.
“Eleven minutes, huh?” Polly asked, glancing at the GPS.
She cleared her throat. “Yeah. Luckily, it’s late so there shouldn’t be much fanfare or too much socializing tonight.” She wasn’t certain that it was Polly she was reassuring with that.
“It’s okay. I’ve got us if there is.”
And there it was again. The sense of being a team, of being bound no matter what anyone else was doing, of having someone in your corner.
Sloane hadn’t known to prepare for the feeling because she hadn’t realized what she’d been missing. Up until that moment, she’d had no idea that she always felt adrift alone in the sea of her family. Now, she was showing up with a tether and everything was different.
She took a deep breath and, knowing the rest of the drive was fairly straightforward and unlikely to be busy, twisted the hand Polly was still touching, so they were holding hands, and moved their hands to her knee.
Polly went willingly and only smiled at Sloane’s profile as they watched her drive.
This late at night, there wasn’t much to see, especially out here in Rock Falls. All you’d see in the day would be the road and trees. At night, it was like driving through a black hole lined with tree trunks and fences, the homes to which they belonged set too far back to be spotted.
So it wasn’t like Polly was missing an awful lot, but Sloane still felt a spark in her stomach at the way they watched her.
She knew they could feel her rising tension as they got closer from the way they ran their thumb soothingly over her hand.
When they pulled around a corner into her parents’ street, she didn’t need to say a word. Polly gripped her hand tighter and shifted in her seat to assess their surroundings.
The houses were a little less spread apart and a little more visible from the road, but the darkness was lit only by the lights glowing from inside houses.
“Greer isn’t here tonight, right? It’s just your parents?” Polly asked, keeping her voice quiet. Sloane wasn’t sure whether that was to keep her calm or from an irrational fear that they might be overheard.
“Yeah, no. Just my parents. And they usually go to bed around this time, so there shouldn’t be much to do.” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “Sorry, I don’t know why I’m this anxious. It’ll be fine. I just always get like this right before.”
Polly’s soft smile was illuminated by the lights from the dashboard. “It’s really okay. The unknown is scary. And this weekend is a lot. Especially for someone who prefers a quieter setting. You’re basically being forced to extrovert all weekend and that’s not your vibe. It’s okay to feel uncomfortable or worried about that.”
Sloane pulled into her parents’ driveway, parked, and turned to Polly, holding their hand with both of her own over the center console. “Thank you. Really. For doing this, for being supportive and amazing, just… for everything. I really hope this weekend goes okay.”
“Whatever happens, we’re in it together. And we can always find a way to sneak off if it’s too much.”
Sloane laughed. “I’ve never been much good at that.”
“Don’t worry, I’m great at it.” They looked at her for a moment, the gaze loaded in a million ways Sloane couldn’t understand and hadn’t expected. “Okay. Shall we?”
She blew out the air in her lungs and knocked her head back against the seat. All they had to do was make it through the intros and goodnights with her parents. All her parents had to do was not be weird. That wasn’t too much to ask, right?



Eight
 
 
Polly was nowhere near as anxious as Sloane was but when the front door to her parents’ house swung open as they were retrieving their belongings from the backseat of Sloane’s car, even Polly’s stomach swooped uncomfortably.
She was prepared for whatever Sloane’s family might be like and ready to support Sloane through the weekend, but the way coming here made Sloane feel worried Polly. Sloane insisted her relationship with them wasn’t awful but they didn’t really know Sloane, Polly had learned that much, and they did hurt her with who they were pushing her to be. Nobody should hurt her like that.
Polly was unsurprised by the vehemence with which they felt that, how the deepest, burning desire she had for this weekend was to be in Sloane’s corner, to show her she had worth around her family exactly as she was.
Although, she wasn’t going to lie and say it wasn’t nice also being able to support Sloane physically by holding her hand. Polly was a big fan of hugs and they had held other people’s hands before, but it was different holding Sloane’s hand in her dark car. While the stress was something they wished they could will away, there was no denying holding Sloane’s hand felt natural and right.
She wondered whether that was a sign she was developing quite a serious crush on Sloane but quickly shook the feeling off. This wasn’t the time or the place to deal with that. Sloane had needed comforting and Polly had done that by holding her hand. That was all that mattered.
“Sloane,” a woman Polly took to be Janet squealed from the doorway. Even for Polly, she was a little too loud for the hour and the situation. She suppressed a wince suddenly understanding just how much this environment was going to be too loud for Sloane and how much that must set her on edge whenever she was here.
“Hi, Mom,” Sloane almost whispered back.
“Speak up, dear. There’s no good in muttering. Nobody will ever hear a thing you have to say.”
“It’s night,” Sloane said flatly, barely any louder. It was a massive contrast to her mother who was not getting any quieter the closer they got to her.
“Yes, well, you’re the one who insisted on showing up in the middle of the night, Sloanely,” her mother chastised while laughing.
Sloane was slightly in front of Polly and collided with her as she physically recoiled at the nickname. It was like watching Sloane get punched.
Polly had known she wasn’t a fan of Greer before arriving, but she was rapidly adding Sloane’s mother to her list too. Even with how curious they were about the nickname, she would never bring it up after seeing Sloane’s reaction. She couldn’t believe that people who claimed to love her would actively call her that and just ignore her obvious discomfort.
She was annoyed that both their hands were filled with bags because she wanted to hold Sloane’s hand, to ground her, to remind her she wasn’t alone, that it was them against the world.
Or them against the Abbotts, which was more accurate at that moment.
They made it into the house and it was exactly what Polly would have imagined had she bothered trying; modern and clean and characterless. Everything they loved about Sloane’s cottage was missing from this place. Including a happy Sloane, and that killed Polly.
“So,” Janet said, drawing the word out in a way she seemed to think was friendly, but was actually more judgmental than anything. “You brought a friend.”
Polly’s stomach turned as Sloane winced. They both knew that emphasis on friend too well, especially from women like Janet.
And that wasn’t even going near the fact that the woman was acting as though they’d showed up without warning. Sloane had told her family multiple times that Polly was coming.
“Mom,” Sloane said, careful, deliberate, controlled. “This is my partner, Polly.”
“Partner,” Janet repeated back. “Of course. And I’m Janet, Sloane’s mother. But you already know that.”
“Indeed,” Polly said, smiling and keeping her voice sweet. “I was expecting you just as you were expecting us. And now here we all are. How lovely to meet you.”
A look crossed Janet’s face as if she couldn’t quite tell whether she should be insulted or not, the sweet delivery throwing her off, but Polly didn’t care about that. She knew what she was doing, and they were far more interested in the look Sloane gave her—half shocked in a wonderful way, half admiring, and a whole lot like Polly was the best thing she’d ever seen. It warmed Polly’s insides and she was extra glad she’d said it.
Before Janet could muster a reply, a tall, thin man with salt and pepper hair rounded the corner and joined them in the entryway.
“Ah,” he laughed, “what’s this? Lonely Sloanely brought a friend?”
It was even worse than Polly had imagined. She felt like her stomach had dropped out. All she wanted was to whisk Sloane back out of there immediately.
Sloane whose shoulders were folding inwards, her mood plummeting.
Entirely uninterested in whether her parents would care, Polly put her bag on the floor and grabbed Sloane’s to join it so she could take hold of her hand. Threading their fingers together, she looked at Sloane, watching her straighten up again. It wasn’t hard to act like they were looking at the best thing they’d ever seen, but Polly was glad that Sloane saw it, a tiny bit of that spark coming back into her eyes.
“Dad,” she said, looking back at her parents. “This is my girlfriend, Polly. Polly, my dad, Phil.”
“Girlfriend?” Janet asked, looking between them. “I thought you just said she’s your partner? Which word are you using?”
Sloane sighed. “Both.”
“Ah, trying to make things difficult are you, Sloanely?” Phil laughed.
“Only as difficult as you calling Mom your wife or your other half or your spouse. I’m sure you can figure out two words.”
Polly squeezed Sloane’s hand to show she was proud of her and was glad when Sloane squeezed back.
Her parents both laughed like it was a big joke. They had missed the edge in her voice that sounded so clear to Polly that it was practically screaming at her.
“Of course,” Phill said. “Greer did mention Polly was nonbinary. So we did prepare for things to be different.”
Polly couldn’t help frowning slightly, and neither could Sloane.
Sloane had told them that. Polly had been there for the call. And they were crediting Greer with it? She had called to tell them ahead of time because she and Polly had decided that would be for the best.
These people were ridiculous.
Beside Polly, Sloane twitched and Polly just knew she was debating whether to point out that she had told them that, but after a minute, just slumped slightly. It was only the first night and things were already going this well… Polly and Sloane both knew there would be more important battles to fight than who told them something first. Though Polly would have had her back if she’d decided to yell at them right there. The sheer lack of respect was irritating Polly and she had endless patience most of the time.
“Well,” Sloane said, clearly wanting this disastrous start to the weekend over, “it’s late. I’m sure you want to be getting to bed.”
“Yes,” Janet agreed immediately, adopting a put upon look. “We did wait up just for you. Don’t want you getting lost or something.”
Sloane did a double-take at her mother. “You know I grew up here, right?”
It was testament to their weird relationship that there was an edge of uncertainty in her voice, as if she genuinely worried they might have blocked out her whole childhood.
Phil and Janet laughed in sync. Polly had seen couples do that and have it look cute. Here, however, it was more unnerving than anything else.
“Of course we know,” Phil said, wrapping an arm around Janet’s shoulder. “But we’ve changed things a lot since you moved out, and with your friend here, we wouldn’t want things going awry, would we?”
Polly fought hard not to look at them as though they were being as ridiculous as they were. Sloane had been here about three months ago. They’d changed nothing since then. Plus, it wasn’t like they gutted the house when she and Greer moved out. Sloane had told her about the changes they’d made to their home.
Her resolve not to react at all broke, however, when she saw Sloane turning to look at her in the corner of their eye. She was relieved to see that Sloane looked just as confused by the bizarre tirade of comments coming from the Abbotts. Her look was both apologetic and screamed what the fuck?
Polly wished they knew.
“So, would you… people like me to show you to the guest room?” Phil asked.
Sloane closed her eyes and took a breath before answering. Janet and Phil appeared not to notice, or they were purposefully ignoring it.
“Dad, the guest room is my old bedroom. I’m pretty sure I know the way.”
He laughed. “Well, we know how small that little place of yours is. This place must feel like a labyrinth in comparison.”
Polly could feel that Sloane didn’t have the energy to deal with this, but she couldn’t let it go without saying anything. Keeping a tight grip on Sloane’s hand, she bent to scoop her bag into the hand that was also holding the dress bag with her outfit for Greer’s anniversary, and was happy when Sloane followed suit.
“I’m sure Sloane can get us there,” she told Janet and Phil. “She’s perfectly capable of navigating massive garden centers and her own, beautiful home. Thank you, though.”
They were again satisfied with the look on Janet’s face, as if she just could not figure Polly out. And Polly was more than okay with that. The Abbotts could be as confused as they wanted about her, so long as they were showing Sloane a modicum of respect. If they weren’t doing that, she was for damn sure going to go out of her way to confuse them.
“Do you two want anything from the kitchen before it closes?” Janet asked, blocking their path to the stairs.
Polly almost snorted. Before it closed. As if it were a cafe. But one look at Janet said she was serious, so Polly held that thought in.
Sloane looked at her and they both shook their heads.
“We’re good. Thanks, Mom. We’re just going to turn in.”
“Okay,” Janet said, finally moving aside. “Don’t be making too much noise or staying up too late. Big day tomorrow and we want everything to be perfect for Lizzie and Greer, don’t we?”
It was a question, but there was clearly only one acceptable answer.
Polly wondered whether going home was like this for most people. She went home once, maybe twice a year, and nobody ever implied she needed a guide around the house or that she had a set bedtime. She honestly couldn’t remember the last time their mom had set a bedtime, and it certainly hadn’t been since they’d moved out.
Although, they also assumed their mom had been much more accommodating while they were a child than Sloane’s parents had ever been.
She followed Sloane up the stairs, slightly awkwardly since they were navigating the staircase with their luggage and their hands firmly clasped. Not to mention trying not to think too hard about the fact that Janet and Phil were watching them go. Polly really could not remember the last time they felt so very monitored. They could only imagine what it did to Sloane’s peace of mind to be this controlled. She was quiet, but she was free. Coming here must be like being caged.
They made it up to the guest room without further comments or instructions on how to find a room Sloane used to occupy, which Polly knew they were both glad of. However, she wasn’t prepared for Sloane’s response when they shut the door behind them.
She dropped her weekend bag and threw the bag with her suit in at the bed, apparently uncaring where it landed, before taking Polly’s and putting them down much more gently. Once they were luggage-free, she dragged Polly into a tight hug. And while she hadn’t been expecting it, Polly couldn’t help but sigh as she felt Sloane melt against her.
They stood like that for several minutes and Polly didn’t attempt to pull away, understanding both that Sloane needed this and that it was a big deal for her to initiate the hug.
Polly particularly enjoyed Sloane’s hugs. She might not initiate them often, but she held on for dear life once she was hugging Polly, as though nothing else in the world mattered or existed. It was just the two of them floating through space and nothing could hurt them or tear them apart.
Polly had never been hugged quite like that before.
Eventually, Sloane released her and stepped back, a little embarrassed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to… I just… It’s just…” She took a deep breath. “They mean well. They’re just a lot. Sorry.”
Honestly, Polly wasn’t certain they did mean well, but she suspected Sloane knew that but didn’t need to hear it. Instead, she reached out and stroked Sloane’s arm. “It’s really okay. I’m here for you. I promise. Whatever you need.”
Sloane smiled sadly. It was an expression she’d worn a couple of times when Polly had pointed out that she wasn’t alone and it made them curious. It was almost as if Sloane had never had anyone in her corner before and the experience of having Polly there was almost too much.
Actually, given how her whole family seemed to act, it was probably exactly that.
She directed Polly to the guest en suite—which was a new addition but still required no official guide to find—while she went across the hallway into the main bathroom.
The house had way more bathrooms than Polly’s family home. She kind of wondered what exactly Sloane’s parents did with all this space and all these rooms when they didn’t have guests. It just seemed like extra space to clean for no real reason, honestly.
Sloane was slower than Polly getting ready for bed and, as they waited in the queen-sized bed for her to return, they were extra glad they’d slept in the same bed a few times already. This situation would be too much for Polly, let alone Sloane, without having already gotten used to that.
When Sloane finally slipped back into the room and bolted the door, checking it twice before she moved away, Polly could tell she’d cried in the bathroom. It made their heart ache so painfully it was like she’d cried herself.
Knowing that Sloane wouldn’t want her to comment on it, she turned the low light of the bedside lamp off as soon as Sloane slipped in beside her and pretended not to see her blotchy, puffy face.
She fought the urge to reach over and run cool fingers over her skin to soothe it. However, she couldn’t resist whispering, as they both slid deeper under the covers, “Sloane, I know we haven’t really done this, but today is a lot, so… do you maybe want to cuddle?”
“Cuddle?” Sloane asked, her voice low in the darkness. “With me?”
Polly breathed a laugh. “Yes, with you. I think it would help us both get some sleep.”
“Oh. Uh. Sure. Yes, okay. Sounds good.”
As they slid a little closer to Sloane and wrapped an arm around her, they couldn’t help smiling. Most of arriving at the Abbott home had been tough going, but this felt right and safe and as Sloane relaxed against her, her head on Polly’s shoulder, Polly realized that this was the most comfortable she’d ever been in bed with another person. Everything about cuddling with Sloane felt perfect. She fit into Polly’s arms and against their body like she was meant to be there, and Polly was so glad she was.
Neither of them said anything as a few rogue tears rolled down Sloane’s face and soaked into Polly’s pajama shirt, but they did hug each other tighter.
Polly thought it was probably a good thing Sloane had short hair. If it were longer, she wouldn’t have been able to resist playing with it and she wasn’t sure that was a complication they needed right now.
She did rub her hand soothingly up and down Sloane’s back though.
“Thank you,” Sloane whispered after several minutes of silence, her voice heavy with tears that broke Polly’s heart. She wasn’t one for violence but she was ready to fight Sloane’s family to show them what they were missing, to prove to Sloane that she was more than they told her she was, to protect the amazing woman in her arms.
“Of course,” she whispered back, her lips brushing Sloane’s hair.
“You won’t ever call me Sloanely, will you?” Her voice was small and hurt and desperate.
Polly wanted to hug her so tight they fused into one person.
“Never,” they replied, their voice burning with sincerity, and they felt some of the tension move out of Sloane’s body. “I promise. You’re safe here.”
Polly felt a few more tears soak into her t-shirt as Sloane nodded, but they were more interested in the way she hugged them closer and breathed out a relieved sigh.
Things might not come easy tomorrow with a full day of Sloane’s family, but they would face it together and Polly was ready to do whatever Sloane needed to feel protected and safe.
After all, the only thing Polly really needed was for Sloane to be happy.



Nine
 
 
Sloane awoke before the sun rose, feeling burned out and broken. Polly’s arms wrapped around her soothed something deep down inside of her, but it hurt all over again when she thought about the reason they had been holding her all night.
After seeing this version of her, one so easily broken by her family while that same family very efficiently pointed out how much of a loner Sloane was, there was no way Polly would want anything to do with her once they returned home. Let alone want to spend every day waking up together like this.
One week was all Sloane got of Polly and that would have to be enough.
Realizing there was no way she was going to fall back to sleep with her thoughts running free down that path, Sloane slipped out from under Polly’s arm and wandered over to their luggage.
In all of the crying and emotion of last night, Sloane had forgotten that she’d just flung her suit haphazardly at the bed, but she felt a rush of gratitude tinged with painful longing when she spotted it hanging neatly beside Polly’s dress. Again, that sense of being cared for, looked out for, looked after swirled through her like a whirlwind. If anyone had asked her before this weekend, she’d never have guessed a hung suit would be capable of eliciting such strong and all-encompassing emotions, but that was then. Now, she knew better.
She pulled on her boots and a thick sweater before leaving a note for Polly on the pillow. The last thing she wanted was for this angel of a person to wake up and think Sloane had abandoned her in a strange house.
It was only as she crept down the stairs that she realized she’d signed off with a heart. She didn’t think she’d done that since she was a child and yet it had come so naturally. There was probably a very Polly reason for why, but Sloane couldn’t bear to think about how her crush was running away with itself, especially when she’d spent the night sobbing into their shirt and eventually falling asleep on them.
As quietly as she could manage, she opened the back door and slipped out into the garden. When she had mostly disappeared into the trees at the bottom of the yard, she took the first deep breath she’d managed since they had arrived, the trees a protective barrier between Sloane and all the things that hurt her. Although, she made sure to stand in a place that she knew Polly would still be able to see her if they looked out of the bedroom window.
She was sure there was something symbolic there about wanting to hide from everyone but Polly, but she had too much other stuff to worry about than to start deep-diving how much that meant.
Closing her eyes, she breathed in the dewy morning air and listened to the cool wind rustling the world around her. Birds chirped as they rose for the day and the sound was familiar, happy. If there was any sense of coming home to be had in Rock Falls, this was it.
Sloane had landscaped her parents’ yard for them, at their request, a couple of years ago. She hadn’t really been the right choice for them. They wanted a crisp, manicured lawn and a patio for entertaining. A few carefully contained plants were placed around the yard in pots. It wasn’t really Sloane’s style. She could do it, of course, the yard behind her was proof of that, but she was a specialist in sustainable, wild garden spaces. It had hurt her putting in a large lawn for her parents when the space would be so much better with wildflowers and fragrants and perhaps even some vegetables.
The only place they had any of that was where Sloane stood. The very edges of the yard where they’d kept the trees and bushes because they liked the privacy. But, in that moment, Sloane didn’t care what their reasoning was, she was just glad it was here and she was able to come out and find this place of peace.
With her eyes still closed, she reached out and touched the leaves of the closest evergreen bush. It was cold and damp, but Sloane didn’t mind. She felt connected again, tethered. No longer floating and fighting against a black hole of emotion. This was her place and plants were her people and here they were. Even in her parents’ carefully curated world.
After ten minutes in the trees, Sloane opened her eyes. The knot in her stomach was as relaxed as it was going to get this morning and the sense that she wanted to return to her former room, mostly to Polly, took over.
She knew she was in a bad way when she went to turn back to the house and couldn’t even wish the plants a good day out loud. It was one of the weirder things that happened when she came here. She became so worried about saying the wrong thing or being told off for existing that she was too anxious to even speak to the plants, something she did constantly at home.
She only hoped she’d be able to speak to Polly once she got back upstairs.
When she pulled the backdoor open again she was aware of the need to take her boots off since they were covered in dirt from her visit with the trees, but she was not prepared for her mother to be up and ready to scold her like a small child.
“Sloane Abbott, don’t even think about coming into the house with dirty shoes. Rolling around in the muck like an animal,” Janet called from another room.
Sloane wondered whether her mother thought she hadn’t learned how to remove her shoes and not mess up her own home or clients’ properties, but her mother did have cream carpets, so Sloane assumed it was fear for them that made her treat Sloane like Lizzie running around with juice. She wasn’t fond of the comparison, being a grown and responsible adult, but that was her mother all over.
The stubborn part of her mind also supplied the information that she hadn’t been rolling anywhere but she knew saying that out loud would accomplish nothing.
She slipped her boots off and walked warily towards the stairs. She was convinced that her mother could jump out from around any corner, but really hoped she wouldn’t.
Her thick wool socks were useful in muffling her steps as she ascended the stairs, but she still held her breath until she reached her bedroom door. She knew her mom was downstairs, but she was also certain the woman had powers of the occult and could spring up through the floor at any moment.
As she eased the door open to the bedroom, she finally let the breath out only for it to catch and almost choke her at the sight of a smiling and sleep-rumpled Polly looking at her.
She bolted the door and whispered, “Hi.”
Polly positively beamed at her. “Hello, early riser. I didn’t notice that until today.”
Sloane laughed and moved to perch awkwardly on the bed. “Oh, the rest of the week was a better indicator. I’m not a late riser, but I do usually let the birds wake up first.”
They smiled softly, but Sloane could hear the genuine concern when she touched her hand and asked, “Couldn’t sleep?”
Sloane looked down at their hands pressed together on the crisp white sheets. The sight made her stomach swoop and she wasn’t sure whether it was in a good way or bad.
“I, uh, I did get some sleep,” she said, not meeting Polly’s eye. “But I woke up and couldn’t turn my brain off, so I went out to see the trees.”
“I know,” she replied, her voice filled with so much certainty that Sloane couldn’t help looking at her questioningly.
“How could you know that?”
They laughed. “Well, firstly, because that’s very you. Secondly, because when I saw your note, I had a feeling, looked out the window, and there you were. Communing with the trees.”
Sloane smiled shyly. Her family had made comments about her obsession with nature before, but it had always felt more teasing. Polly wasn’t teasing. She was simply describing what she’d seen and sounded… impressed? Sloane couldn’t believe it, but it was there on their face too. Some kind of awe at Sloane or nature or the relationship she had with plants. Sloane didn’t understand it, but she did know this wasn’t someone making fun of her and she felt herself blushing.
“I just really like nature,” she said quietly, shifting slightly.
“Me too,” Polly replied and Sloane could hear her smile. “But maybe you can teach me to feel it like you do. I think it’s different.”
Sloane watched them for a minute to see if they were serious. When all she could find was absolute sincerity, she nodded. “I’d like that.”
Polly beamed again and a sense of peace and connection took root in Sloane again. Just like when she’d stood in the trees, listening to the morning. But this time, she wasn’t alone. Her heart beat wildly against her ribcage and she tried to slow her breath. It would not do to fall completely in love with her fake girlfriend.
“My mom’s up,” she said, mostly to distract herself from the way Polly’s eyes mesmerized her in the early morning light. “That means breakfast is probably available if you’re interested?”
Polly laughed unexpectedly. “Oh, I know.” On Sloane’s confused look, they elaborated. “She stomped past the door complaining about you already being out in the trees, rolling around in the mud.”
Sloane rolled her eyes. Her mother was funny with how much she thought dirt was contagious.
“I have to say,” Polly continued, looking Sloane over in a way that wasn’t meant to spark a fire inside her but absolutely did. “You don’t look very filthy for someone who was rolling around in the dirt.”
An awkward laugh fought its way out of Sloane’s chest. “I, uh, really wasn’t rolling around in anything.”
Why did that sound like a weird innuendo when she was sitting in bed with Polly? They weren’t even undressed.
She felt her face burning and turned away, trying not to mentally picture Polly naked because that really wouldn’t help. But neither did the cheeky look on Polly’s face that almost implied they knew what Sloane was thinking.
Could Polly read minds? Was that a thing?
Sloane was fairly sure that was not a thing, but she didn’t want to believe she was so transparent that imagining Polly naked was written all over her face.
“Is it okay if I get changed before breakfast?” Polly asked. “You can see me like this, but I’d really rather your parents didn’t.”
As if statements like that didn’t make things a million times more difficult.
Sloane was allowed to see her in pajamas. It hadn’t seemed that intimate until this moment and would have been totally acceptable around the rest of the house, but now they’d made it something secret and just for the two of them and how had Sloane not once realized that pajama-clad Polly wandering around her house was this kind of intimate?
She was going to die this weekend. Her number was up. Death was coming for her. It was confirmed.
For a moment, as she searched her distracted brain for the ability to form sentences, she wondered whether she could just melt through the floor and be done with it. With the added benefit that she’d then stain one of the bizarre cream carpets.
Instead of melting though, the universe decided not to cut her a break and left her standing there, gaping at an amused Polly.
They waited patiently for her to remember how to speak and demonstrated all the strength in the universe by not laughing when Sloane finally squeaked out, “Yes. Of course. Yes. I’ll just… wait outside.”
She spun on her heel, attempting to flee the room a little too quickly and skidding on that ridiculous carpet. When she finally escaped, she slammed the door closed a little too heavily and immediately banged her head against the wall while wondering where her cool had abandoned her on the way here. It simply was not fair that Polly could just break her like this. They were too incredible.
After a couple of minutes of lightly banging her head, a knock came from the other side and she realized she’d been doing it against the door and not the wall. She pulled back in surprise, staring at the door as Polly’s voice filtered from the other side.
“Are you doing okay there?” they called, only slightly amused.
“Yep. Doing just great.” She shook her head, trying to banish the interaction from her memory.
“Good to know,” Polly laughed. “Is it safe if I come out now?”
“Yes.”
The door opened to reveal Polly grinning at Sloane. “I mean, I’m already out, but you know what I mean.”
Sloane laughed more than she should at the objectively bad joke but she obviously needed the release of tension.
When she stopped, Polly stepped out of the room, pausing a little too close to Sloane to be friendly.
They looked Sloane up and down with more intention than earlier. “And it’s good to know the thought of me undressing gets you flustered enough to bang your head against the wall like that.”
All of the air in Sloane’s lungs felt like it vacated her body in a very uncomfortable and disorderly fashion. She had no idea how to respond to that. It was very unclear whether Polly was purposefully flirting with her. She didn’t know why they would. But the look and the comment… Sloane had no other way to explain it.
They laughed and stepped away. “Come on, breakfast. We can’t stand in the hallway flirting all day.”
So she was flirting? Sloane had no idea what to do with that and whether it was part of the whole fake dating thing or whether it was real. And if it was part of the ruse, why did it feel so real? And why was Sloane’s entire body in some sort of freefall when she was definitely standing in her parents’ hallway? And how on earth was she supposed to make it through breakfast alive if Polly was going to flirt with her like that?
Polly reached the top of the stairs and glanced back at Sloane and she was dying. The look, the pose, those sinfully fitted jeans… Sloane had evidently signed up to fake date the devil this weekend.



Ten
 
 
Polly strutted down the stairs with just a little more flourish than they usually would. She wasn’t sure why she’d decided to actively try flirting with Sloane. It was probably just to cheer her up, but she had been so cute looking all flustered by the idea of Polly getting changed, followed by that cute head banging against the door… Polly hadn’t been able to resist.
And they couldn’t say they weren’t thrilled with the results.
They had watched the moment Sloane’s brain went offline and they were very much enjoying the robotic way she was moving towards the stairs, gaping after Polly.
She really hadn’t expected it to have such an effect, but she couldn’t get over the way it seemed like she had very successfully flirted with Sloane. Or the way she was kind of loving knowing she could.
Even with the way Sloane had held them last night and fallen asleep on their shoulder, Polly was still sure Sloane only saw her as a friend. That she wouldn’t even look at Polly in any kind of romantic way. But now… she definitely seemed to be checking Polly out as they pranced down the stairs.
It was probably just a fluke. They’d caught Sloane at the right moment between last night and this place and a fake girlfriend in her former bedroom. Still, Polly wasn’t not going to take a little thrill and an ego boost from it.
Just as Nureet had pointed out, Sloane was gorgeous. And she also happened to be a really wonderful person.
Polly attracted a decent amount of attention at work, but it was never from people who looked like Sloane. Nor was it by anyone so sweet. It was mostly guys who thought they could shoot their shot with every woman at Blooms.
She waited at the bottom of the stairs for Sloane, smiling as innocently as she could manage, but the dark look Sloane gave them implied she knew exactly what Polly was doing. It caused Polly to laugh, which wrangled a wry grin from Sloane as she descended the last couple of steps in her adorable wool socks that looked hand-knitted.
“Did you buy those?” they asked, pointing at the multicolored socks.
Sloane looked down before running her hand nervously through her hair. “Oh. Uh. No.”
Polly smirked, already knowing the answer, but teasing just a little. “Gift?”
“No…”
“Sloane,” they said, leaning against the banister, “do you know how to knit?”
“I… might know a couple of things. Just basic stuff.”
Polly grinned at her before looking purposefully at the fisherman’s sweater she was wearing.
Sloane blushed and it was the cutest thing that had ever happened in this house, Polly was sure of it.
“Sloane,” they said again, drawing out her name in a sing-song way. “Did you knit that sweater?”
“I might have done.” Sloane bit her lip and Polly absolutely could not think about the feelings that shot through her.
“Cute,” she said, before turning and continuing through the house. She wasn’t certain where the kitchen was, but she’d figure it out. The most important thing was to not stand there in the hallway, flirting with Sloane and adding more things to the list of attractive characteristics she had. Knitting was definitely attractive. Especially when she did it that well.
Sloane followed behind her, not offering any course correction, so Polly assumed they were going in the right direction.
Even from behind, they could feel the way Sloane was gaping at them. The thought that maybe that meant Sloane could possibly, maybe like them crossed their mind, but that was surely too much to hope for. Just getting to be friends with Sloane was already so much.
Besides, they couldn’t give in to thoughts like that or it would make things very complicated with the whole pretending to be in love act they were seconds away from having to put on.
Janet was in the kitchen frying a pan of bacon and eggs. It looked like enough for two very hungry people, but not enough for four, so Polly assumed she was choosing to remember that she and Sloane were both vegetarians.
“Good morning, young people,” she said and Polly was again struck by how very loud she was.
“Morning,” Polly said at the same time Sloane said, “Morning, Mom.”
The pair looked at each other and grinned. It was fun, easy, a lot less loaded than their conversations on the way down here, but just as magical in a completely different way.
Polly loved being in sync with Sloane. It was something she and Nureet did, too, but it felt different with Sloane.
“Ah,” Phil called, appearing behind them and making Polly jump slightly. Apparently, Sloane was used to it. “You two come in stereo now, do you?”
“Phil,” Janet shrilled with a laugh from the cooker. “Don’t say things like that in front of the kids.”
Polly looked at Sloane, who shot back an equally confused look, before they looked back at her mom, hoping for answers.
“Mom, what are you—” Sloane began as Phil moved over to the oven, capturing Janet in a full-body hug, and Polly saw the moment she finally figured out what they were talking about. “Ew. Mom. Can you not? What Dad said really did not imply that.”
Polly’s brow furrowed as they attempted to figure out what was happening, even as Sloane gave her a sideways glance and a shake of the head that told her she didn’t want to know.
“Oh, don’t be a prude, Sloane. It’s perfectly healthy. I just don’t want you thinking we heard you last night or anything.” Janet waved a hand at Sloane as she turned back to plate up the bacon and eggs.
Polly reached instinctively to rub her hand over Sloane’s back while attempting to figure out what Phil had said that revealed they’d heard Sloane crying. They were sure it had been too quiet, but they didn’t know what else they could be talking about.
“Sloanely tells us you’re a vegetarian too?” Phil asked, looking back at Polly.
“Yeah, have been for a few years now,” they replied, hand still on Sloane’s back and wondering whether she could tell him to stop calling Sloane that.
“Cool, yeah. Sloane took it up when she was a teenager. We never had the heart to tell her not to, you know?”
And there it was. One of the things Polly had learned kept Sloane in line with these people—they hadn’t fought her on going vegetarian. It seemed to be something Sloane pulled out as evidence of them being parents who cared about her rather than whatever this trainwreck actually was.
Polly was both glad Janet and Phil hadn’t fought Sloane on it and angry at them for doing this handful of decent things that worked to excuse all the awful things they then did to Sloane.
“Yes, I’ve heard,” they replied. Phil and Janet seemed to miss the edge in her voice, but, based on the look she got, Sloane didn’t. Which was fine. Anything that showed Sloane there was someone in her corner was okay with Polly.
Janet handed Phil one of the plates and led the way to the dining room, giggling again about what he’d said.
As they disappeared from view, Polly turned to Sloane. “What on earth are they talking about?” she asked.
Sloane rolled her eyes. “My mother heard the word ‘come’ and decided to turn into a dirty-minded child.”
Polly thought back over the conversation as Sloane moved them so her hand was on their back, leading her to the dining room. They shuddered and grimaced when they finally put the pieces together. Even if they were having sex, it seemed unlikely they would do it on their first night in Sloane’s parents’ home, especially after a long drive.
Sloane laughed once, humorlessly. “There. You got it. So, yeah. That’s that on that.”
“Yeah…” Polly shot her a look. “Your parents are… interesting.”
“That’s one word for it, yes,” Sloane replied, laughing more genuinely as they stepped into the dining room and Polly was given even more questions about Sloane’s family.
The table was set and filled with the kind of spread she had only previously seen at hotels and fancy brunches. Baskets of pastries, bowls of fruit, pitchers of juice, a French press of coffee, and a teapot were all laid across the table. It was also set for six people, Polly noted as Sloane’s parents sat at each end. She was not going to ask which was the head. Sure, she enjoyed a certain amount of chaos but not that much.
As she and Sloane took their seats, she wondered whether it was like this every day for breakfast. It seemed impossibly excessive.
They looked at Sloane, attempting to puzzle this family out.
Sloane’s home was so cozy and well-appointed, but not excessive like this. Perhaps she’d grown up around this and just completely rebelled? In Polly’s house, they’d been lucky to get a choice between cereal and toast in the morning so she had no idea what growing up around this would do to a person.
Sloane nodded at her as if agreeing and Polly wondered whether she was already so understood that they could have entirely silent conversations. The thought did not sadden or concern her at all.
So lost in the Abbott puzzle was she, that she didn’t think twice about Sloane sitting next to her. It made sense that they would sit together, but her parents noticed.
“Sloane, you’re making the table unbalanced,” Phil said. It wasn’t obviously scolding, said almost as a joke, and Polly wondered if this was another way they snuck inside Sloane’s brain and messed with her. It was subtle, sneaky, and oddly controlling.
But Sloane seemed uninterested as she set about making Polly’s coffee just as they liked it. The lack of reaction to his words made Polly certain this was the kind of thing Sloane dealt with often. It was odd to witness.
“I’m sure whoever else you’re expecting will forgive me,” Sloane replied as she added milk to Polly’s cup from the jug.
Polly didn’t think they’d seen one of those since they were a child and playing with a tea set. They didn’t realize people actually used them and she was momentarily distracted wondering about the milk that didn’t get used. Did they pour it back into the bottle, which felt odd, or did they throw it away, which was wasteful?
Apparently, Phil didn’t care quite enough to push the unbalanced table further because he simply sighed heavily and started on his bacon and eggs. And Polly added disappointment to the list of things the Abbotts used against Sloane. It wasn’t unexpected, given some of the comments Sloane had made, but it was ridiculous watching a grown man express disappointment over his thirty-year-old child choosing a seat at a fully set dinner table.
Absently, Polly thought about taking Sloane to her mother’s house and letting Sloane enjoy the freedom there. It wasn’t perfect, but at least it wasn’t this.
“So,” Janet started as Sloane offered Polly cubed melon and their eyes met briefly at her tone. “Greer will be here with Lizzie soon.”
Polly immediately looked around the table. There was no sign that a small child would be one of the people joining them. They were all for allowing children to participate, but a fragile teacup and saucer was an interesting choice.
“Okay,” Sloane replied, and Polly immediately noticed the slightly closed-off tone in her voice.
“Yes, they’re joining us for breakfast and then you’ll go back with Greer for a while,” Janet said in a tone that informed them all this was something that had been decided for Sloane and not something she had a say in. She was simply being invi-told that she was going with Greer.
Polly took over putting berries on both their plates to cover the fact that Sloane had frozen in mid-air.
“Why?” she asked, looking at her mother.
“Well, you know how it is. She always has so much going on with Lizzie. We figured it would be nice for her to take it easy this morning and to have you set up for the party instead. You know, while you’re here.”
Polly really never chose violence, but she was so close to throwing a blueberry straight at Janet’s head.
“Lizzie is not my child and I did not arrange this party,” Sloane said, slow and stiff. “Why can’t Greer and Steve do it?”
“Because, Sloane, they’ve always got their hands full and you’re here and we thought it would be nice for you to be a good sister and help her out.”
Sloane’s hand slid under the table and Polly caught her clenching it tightly.
Her heart ached for Sloane and she put the berries down to chase Sloane’s hand with her own, breathing a sigh of relief when she was able to snake her own fingers between Sloane’s.
Apparently, spending all week making party favors and gifts and fairy gardens and driving all that way wasn’t enough for these people. It made Polly feel ill so they could only imagine what it was doing to Sloane, who felt the need to be a good sister and aunt.
Before she could reply, though, the front door burst open, and the sound of a screaming child running at them filtered through the house.
“Ahh,” Janet squealed, jumping up from her seat, but not before setting her napkin neatly on the table beside her plate.
It was only watching her do that that caused Polly to realize there was a neatly pressed, fabric napkin under her cutlery. They looked at it, mentally debating the wisdom of choosing such a clean white color for a napkin. What happened when they ate spaghetti?
“Here’s my little nugget,” Janet said, picking up the toddler who smacked into her legs.
“Auntie Sloane is here,” Lizzie said, waving over Janet’s shoulder.
Sloane smiled and waved genuinely and it made Polly warm up even more to the child who had already been the only person in this place she wasn’t irritated with.
“Oh my god. The traffic getting here,” said a woman with long hair, Polly took to be Greer, as she waltzed into the dining room. “And Sloane’s taking up most of the drive, so I had to park in the street. Let’s just hope someone doesn’t hit my car. If they do, I’m sending you the bill, Sloaney.”
She laughed and leaned in to kiss Janet’s cheek, putting her head between Janet’s and Lizzie’s, and they looked like a printer running out of toner with how the shades of their hair got lighter with each generation. It was interesting to Polly that Sloane’s hair was so dark since none of the other members of her family had such dark hair. They wondered briefly whether Sloane dyed it to look different, to set herself apart from the rest of the family. Polly wouldn’t blame her because seriously? Greer had been in the room for about half a minute and was already getting at Sloane. Was Lizzie really the only member of this family who was any kind of decent?
Greer took Lizzie and dropped her in one of the two open seats, sitting next to her.
“Sorry,” Phil said, “we pointed out the table was unbalanced but Sloane here didn’t care. You could have had a minute without the baby over breakfast.”
Sloane’s hand clenched around Polly’s for a minute and Polly moved their other hand to cover Sloane’s completely, to hold her safely between Polly’s palms. They really had never disliked people like this before. All they wanted to do was get Sloane out of here and never bring her back.
“It’s fine,” Greer said, waving Phil off and he finally looked like he was going to let that go. As if Polly needed another sign that Greer was the Golden Child.
“Well, it’s nice for you to have a break,” he said.
“Yeah, but you’ll have her all morning while Sloane sets up for the party,” Greer shot Sloane a self-satisfied grin that made Polly want to throw a pastry at her. She had pretty good aim and she was more than happy to demonstrate it to these absurd people.
The need to get Sloane out of here burned in their gut, and they might not be able to do that indefinitely, but they could get her out of setting up for a party she was supposed to be a guest at.
“Actually,” Polly said, squeezing Sloane’s hand reassuringly. “Sloane can’t do that this morning, sorry.”
“You’re Polly,” Greer said as if they’d just appeared out of thin air. “Whyever not?”
Polly put on the polite expression she used with particularly difficult customers. “Well, you see, I need to run into town and get some medication I accidentally forgot.”
Three people frowned at her, but Phill was the one who spoke, “That’s very inconvenient, you know? Greer needs her help.”
Polly fixed him with a stare. “Yes, I agree. Agonizing periods are a huge inconvenience. That’s why the medication is so important.”
They were sure he went slightly green as he started mumbling and searching for words. Polly kind of loved it.
And she wasn’t lying much. She did have her period and she did get ridiculous cramps. It just so happened they were at the end of their period and she didn’t go anywhere without that medication. The Abbotts just didn’t need to know that part.



Eleven
 
Sloane stared at Polly over her almost empty coffee cup. They’d been lucky to get a table, even the tiny one they had where their legs kept brushing together. But that wasn’t the luckiest part of today. Mostly, she was overwhelmed that Polly had managed to get her out of having to set up for Lizzie’s party.
It had never really occurred to Sloane to say no to her family, not really. She thought it inside her mind, wished that she could, but she never did. Had Polly not been with her, she’d have gone along and set up and convinced herself her family needed her and that they asked her because they trusted her and appreciated her skills.
But it was never actually that. It was just that they didn’t want to do it and they knew Sloane could and would. She never argued.
She wasn’t sure why not. Deep down, she knew it was because they were her family and she wanted them to love her, so she did the things they wanted in the hope that she could be part of what they had. But she’d been trying for thirty years and it hadn’t happened yet. She wasn’t naive enough to assume things were going to change. She was just too afraid to rock the boat and get the blame.
Polly, however, had swept in like some kind of hero and just said no. They’d told Sloane’s family that Sloane was unavailable and that was not up for negotiation. And they’d lied. Kind of.
Sloane had seen Polly earlier in the week when they’d had period cramps. They had been very clear that by the time the weekend rolled around, they’d be fine, and Sloane had watched her get better as the days went on. But still, she’d jumped in to save Sloane, throwing down word of their period to cut off any argument, stood up against Sloane’s dad, and made him a little green in the face, which Sloane was trying very hard not to be too pleased about. And the result was getting them the last hour in a cute little coffee shop in the town center rather than two hours of setting up for a child’s party they were supposed to be guests at.
There were no words for Sloane to describe how grateful she was, or how much more it made her fall for Polly. Part of her worried that she might be in danger of falling in love, but she was trying very hard not to.
Polly drained the last of her maple pecan latte and grinned at Sloane.
How was anyone’s smile that perfect? The way her cute cheeks moved, the crinkling of her eyes, her perfect lips pulling apart to expose her teeth because of course Polly’s smile was a whole thing—massive and genuine and warm and everything.
Sloane blinked, a little dazed.
“Now,” Polly said, leaning closer to her across the tiny table. “Do we think the food at this party will be good or shall I get my cake fill here?”
“Uh,” Sloane thought hard, far too distracted by Polly’s proximity and the flash of every color in her eyes. “It’s a three-year-old’s birthday party, I think it’s safe to say there will be cake.”
“Ahhh, but will it be good cake?”
Sloane laughed. “You’ve met Greer, it’s probably going to be basically a wedding cake.”
Polly grimaced. “Fair point. So, no cake here, then?”
After draining the last of her own drink, Sloane shot Polly a conspiratorial glance. “Cake here and cake later?”
“Exactly what I was hoping you’d say,” they replied, leaving all of their things at the table, but jumping up and dragging Sloane by the hand to look at the available cakes.
Despite both loving dessert, they decided splitting a slice of carrot cake between them was the best choice. They might be going to a child’s birthday party, but they weren’t actually children themselves anymore. Nobody would pick up the slack if they both ate too much sugar to function.
It was only when they arrived back at the table that Sloane realized how very romantic and date-y it was to order one slice of cake and two forks.
“Why did you do it?” she asked softly, mostly in an effort to distract herself and find an answer she’d been desperate for since breakfast.
“Do what?” Polly asked with a smile around her fork.
“Tell my family we had to come into town?”
Polly gave her a look that was somewhere between understanding, comprehension, and sympathy, and a whole lot confusing.
“Well,” they said, “I’ve known your family for less than twenty-four hours and I can see that they don’t take your boundaries seriously. They just sign you up for stuff because they think they can, and they don’t appreciate you as you are. So it’s not a bad lesson for them to learn that you don’t exist to do their bidding. You are a fully formed person with your own things going on.” She looked panicked for a second. “Should I not have? I’m not trying to do the same thing to you and give you no choice.”
Instinctively, Sloane reached across the table to put her hand on Polly’s, loving the feel of their soft skin under her fingertips.
“No,” she said sincerely, looking Polly straight in the eye. “I’m really glad you did. I’ve just… I can’t… It’s hard for me to say no. To anyone, but especially them. I’m talking to my therapist about it. But nobody else has ever really noticed. Or at least, not enough to care and intervene.”
They nodded. “It took me years in therapy to be good with enforcing my boundaries, too, so I get it. But you deserved to have people there, Sloane. Now and before. You deserve to be seen and appreciated in all that you are.”
Their eye contact held and Sloane began to feel like she was spinning and floating away from the planet, as if Polly was so wonderful she managed to change the rules of physics. Not even gravity could hold her down when Polly was looking at her like that.
She was fairly certain this was the first time in her life someone had understood her so fully. So why did it have to be someone she was fake dating?
The realization that this wasn’t a real date, that they were just friends, hit Sloane like a punch to the gut and her floaty little bubble popped, bringing her crashing back down to earth, and the sound of the cafe filtered back into her ears.
“Are you okay?” Polly asked, astounding Sloane again by picking up on her slightest clues.
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. I’m good.” She scrambled for something better to say, to explain her dejection away. “I just… was thinking that I’m never going to get to a place where I’ll be able to tell them no.”
It wasn’t quite the truth but it wasn’t a lie either. Watching Polly interact with her family was making Sloane wish she were better able to enforce her boundaries while also making her feel like she would never get there. After all, she was thirty. The damage had been done, their relationships set up years ago. Surely there was no fixing it now? Especially when Sloane couldn’t quite pinpoint where things had gone wrong anyway.
She understood from her therapist that she had been trained her whole life to act this way with her family, but she was struggling to see every part of what got her here. And worse, how to get out of it.
“Oh,” Polly said, smiling and fighting to keep eye contact with Sloane. “I can help with that. I can cut them off when they’re trying to make you do something you don’t want to while we work on getting you ready to enforce your boundaries with them?”
“You don’t have to do that. I have a therapist and I work on it with them and stuff. We’re just… Well, we’re just fake dating for a weekend. It’s not your responsibility.”
Polly’s face twitched uncomfortably before she corrected it to neutral. “That might be true but we’re still friends, Sloane. You deserve… people, friends around you who support you in those things too. And we’re together right now. I want to support you.”
The ‘might’ bounced around Sloane’s head. She wished it could be a might. That there might actually be something more, a possibility that the dating might not be fake, but she would take what she could get, and if that happened to be friendship, she was happy with that. Polly was a wonderful friend and Sloane was lucky to have her.
But that didn’t stop the weird hunger Sloane was unused to from taking root in her stomach at the sight of Polly before her, eating cake and looking at Sloane like the rest of the cafe didn’t even exist.
Sloane looked down, taking another bite of the cake just to have something to do. It really was delicious.
“Thank you,” she said when she was ready to look up.
Polly gave her that smile again. The one that made Sloane feel like she was amazing and worthy and important. And Sloane had no idea what to do with it and the way it made her fragile heart ache.
“Think we’ve been gone long enough that you won’t get roped into things now?” Polly asked after a moment of them staring at each other.
Sloane’s mind took a second to remember that they were avoiding her family, once again completely befuddled from staring at Polly.
“Oh,” she said, glancing at the time. “I would assume so, but I would also assume we won’t be able to get out of helping set up tomorrow so you should enjoy this freedom.”
Polly laughed. “I suppose that’s fair, but better to help set up a restaurant where most things are taken care of than your sister’s house. For some reason, I’m feeling like the decor will be excessive for a child’s birthday party.”
Sloane looked at Polly with an amused smirk. She’d always gotten the sense they were good at reading people and Greer was no exception. “Oh, for sure. It’s going to be like a kid-friendly haunted house over there.”
She tilted her head. “Does Lizzie even like Halloween? It’s not actually her birthday today, right?”
“Oh, no, it’s next Thursday. And honestly? I’m not sure. She’s been dressed up and paraded around each Halloween. Greer even bought Halloween stuff before she was born in the hope that she’d come in time to use it. I’m not sure she ever got over the fact Lizzie was a week late.”
Polly rolled their eyes. “Well, whatever makes her happy. Hopefully, when she’s a little older, Lizzie will get a say in whether she wants to go all out for today.”
“I wouldn’t hold your breath,” Sloane said with a grimace.
They scrunched their nose in distaste as the pair of them began rising from their chairs to leave. “Well, at least she’ll have us as gay aunts to show her she matters.”
Sloane almost dropped the mug she was holding. Both of them. As gay aunts. Was that just a way to refer to friends of a child’s parents? Or of her aunt?
Polly was concentrating on clearing their table and didn’t seem to notice anything off about what she’d said, but Sloane felt like the room was spinning. Or maybe that was just her brain spinning from lack of comprehension.
They hadn’t even been in Rock Falls for twenty-four hours and Polly was already playing absolute havoc with Sloane’s system. But, if Polly was going to say things like that and casually flirt with Sloane, she knew she had to be ready for it, so the next time it happened, it did not feel as though gravity had suddenly ceased to function.
“Ready?” Polly said, looking up at Sloane in amusement at the mug she was holding out in the air. “Did you want to keep that mug?”
Sloane looked from the mug to Polly a couple of times before she remembered how to human again. “Oh, no. Sorry. I have mugs. You’ve seen them.”
Well, that resolution to be ready was tripping at the first hurdle, but she could do better. She would be ready and she would be able to fend off those soft eyes and sweet smiles as if they really were just friends.
She rearranged her face into a smile with some effort, but it twisted into something new when Polly reached to take the mug from her, laughing, and their fingers brushed together. Polly’s soft, warm skin a jolt to Sloane’s system in the most delicious way, almost as if they’d never touched before, which was ridiculous because they definitely had, but still. There was just something magical about brushing against Polly.
“Yes, I have seen your mugs,” they said, looking down at the tray they were gathering things onto. “They are very pretty.”
Sloane blushed as if Polly had said she was pretty. It was then that she realized she wanted Polly to like everything about her, all the things in her life. Never before had someone’s opinion of her mattered so much.
Her brain unhelpfully supplied the image of Polly having a mug that was hers at Sloane’s house. One she had her coffee from each morning and her tea from each night. One that would sit beside Sloane’s as their kettle boiled. And Sloane knew she was screwed. There was no way she would be able to just get over Polly after the weekend. All that lay ahead of her, come Tuesday, was heartache and longing. And she was going to spend the rest of the weekend rubbing salt in the wound. Starting with a couple’s Halloween costume because that was a great idea when you were absolutely besotted with your fake date. Right?



Twelve
 
 
Polly was positively bouncing as she covered herself in pink body paint. This was the best Halloween costume idea she’d ever come up with.
They and Sloane had decided to do the big reveal together, even though they knew who that other was—it was a couple’s costume after all—and she could not wait for Sloane to see her in all of her pink makeup and hair.
Sloane hadn’t actually seen the show when Polly had suggested Princess Bubblegum and Marceline, but she’d been aware of it and, after hearing Polly describe the ways their vibes matched, had been absolutely up for donning some gray makeup and a long black wig in order to see Polly all in pink.
Polly had taken great joy from sitting them down on Sloane’s sofa, snuggled under a blanket together, to watch a few episodes this week. More than once, Sloane had caught them staring at her while they watched. Each time, she’d blushed and adorably redirected Polly’s attention back to the TV screen. But Polly had seen it before and it was far more fun watching Sloane watch. She wanted to see all of the things that made her smile or laugh or frown or nod. She was so expressive it mesmerized Polly.
They finished their makeup and pulled on their pink wig, spinning in front of the bathroom mirror to admire the finished look. It was even better than she’d imagined or hoped, and she couldn’t wait to see Sloane’s reaction.
Stepping out of the bathroom and back into their bedroom for the weekend, they laid eyes on a shy-looking Sloane, sat carefully on the chair in the corner so as not to get any of her makeup on it.
Polly let out a startled laugh. Sloane looked even better than she did. She was such a cool Marceline. Which they should have guessed, they supposed. Most of the outfit was items Sloane already owned. The only thing they’d had to pick up specifically for the costume, other than the wig, was the letterman jacket that Polly now knew looked unfairly good on Sloane.
“Wow,” they breathed. “You look incredible.”
“You too,” Sloane replied, eyes wide and lips parted, and Polly could not believe Sloane was looking at her like that.
They shook their head and tried to at least act cool. “We both look so good.”
Sloane smirked shyly. “Happy with your costume choice then?”
“Absolutely. Is there a costume contest at this party because we’re absolutely going to win.”
Sloane laughed. “There probably is… I imagine it’s for the children and that Greer is judging. I don’t think she’s going to even know who we are.”
She shook her head solemnly. “Woefully uneducated in matters of queer media.”
“Hey,” Sloane called, getting up. “I hadn’t seen it either until this week.”
They flicked their hand as if to wave the statement away. “You at least knew what I was talking about when I brought it up. And, besides, who would you have gone to to get your queer media education before me? It’s terribly cishet around here.”
Sloane laughed but nodded. “You are not wrong there, but I do have internet access and queer friends.”
“The type of friends you’d let invade your house and sit you down to watch Adventure Time?”
She shot Polly a look like she wanted to argue but knew she couldn’t.
Polly narrowed her eyes to signal that she was onto Sloane’s antics, causing Sloane to huff in surrender.
“Fine,” she said, standing directly in front of Polly and rolling her eyes adorably. “You win. But still. I have gay friends.”
They laughed. “I know you do. Your sister, however, I think does not. And that is why she is woefully uneducated. And the only reason we will be losing the costume contest.”
“Not because we’re adults and it’s a kid’s party?”
“Nope.” They tilted their chin up and shook their head exaggeratedly. “Just Greer’s bad taste.”
 
◆◆◆
 
Polly took Sloane’s hand as they approached the door to Greer’s house.
Sloane hadn’t, but had she told Polly to guess what it looked like on the way over, they would have guessed this. It suited Greer perfectly. Crisp and clean and severe just like their parents’ place and nothing like Sloane’s cottage.
She also hadn’t asked Polly to hold her hand but she was here as Sloane’s date and, while Sloane might have trouble crossing the touch barrier sometimes, Polly did not. Undoubtedly, there was also something there about how much she enjoyed and adored Sloane. She wasn’t reserved with hugs, but she didn’t usually hold people’s hands.
No matter how much she tried to deny it, something just made sense when she had Sloane’s hand in hers. Their fingers twined together. And, as excited as she was to show their costumes off, she knew that the pounding of her heart as Sloane rang the doorbell was more to do with getting to walk into a room holding her hand and be introduced as her girlfriend.
They subtly took a deep breath to calm themselves right as Sloane sighed.
Polly didn’t blame her. The Abbotts had already proven themselves to be particularly nosy and forceful and, while they had given in and let Sloane leave with Polly without helping set up, they weren’t naive enough to assume they would simply drop it and accept that Sloane wasn’t at their beck and call.
A harassed-looking man opened the door with such force it would have knocked a toddler straight into the next room, leaving Polly wondering why such a person was allowed around children. At least until Sloane said, “Hi, Steve.”
“Sloane. Finally,” he said and Sloane tensed next to her, making Polly want to stand between the two and protect Sloane with their body.
Since they assumed that would be impolite, they simply moved their other hand to stroke Sloane’s arm, causing Steve to look at them.
“And you must be Polly.” It was not the nicest way Polly had ever heard those words uttered. “The one who dragged Sloane off and meant we were still rushing to set up when guests were arriving.”
Sloane let out an uncomfortable whoosh of air next to her but Polly was unfazed.
“One would assume,” she said, slow but polite, “that you’d be able to understand that Sloane is a whole person who sometimes has things come up and who is actually not free labor to set up for your child’s birthday party. Lizzie is your responsibility, this is your party, your house… Looks to me like it’s on you if you couldn’t figure that out.”
Polly enjoyed the way Sloane’s eyebrows shot up her head and Steve looked like he’d been punched in the middle of his forehead. To confuse him more, she just shot him a winning smile.
After a moment of floundering, he replied, “You can’t promise to do something and then just choose not to on the morning of.”
“Well, luckily for you, Steve, that’s not what happened. So we’re good here.”
He looked at Sloane, half confused, half expecting her to shut Polly up, but she looked at him steadily and Polly was so proud of her. You couldn’t even tell if her color was draining from her face or she was blushing because of the makeup. It was perfect.
“Greer said you’d agreed to do the setup.”
“Did she?” Sloane said, tone hard and unamused and not even remotely surprised. “I learned about it this morning about half an hour before they wanted me to do it. So no, I did not agree and already had important plans.”
“I’m pretty sure she called to tell you last week, but either way, you could have done it for your niece, Sloane. She’s a kid.”
Polly held tight to Sloane’s hand where they could feel her tensing and beginning to shake. She wanted to take Sloane away from all of these people and never bring her back. But she knew it wasn’t that easy. All she could really do was be here, being proud of Sloane, however she managed to cope with this.
“She’s your kid, Steve. Why weren’t you planning to do it if it’s that important?” She raised her eyebrows at him for a moment, watching his mouth open and close like a fish, before continuing. “But, shall we go in? Don't want to let the birthday girl down further, do we?”
Polly fought the urge to pull Sloane into a hug and cheer and shout about how proud they were of her since they knew that wouldn’t help things. Instead, they settled for the biggest grin they had as Steve stepped aside and let them pass.
Once they were out of his earshot—and he appeared to be charging off looking for Greer—Polly stopped Sloane and turned to face her.
“I’m so proud of you,” she said, feeling her eyes tear up a little. She knew it was probably too much to be this invested and affected by Sloane standing up to one of her annoying relatives, but she deserved so much better than how they treated her and she wanted Sloane to know that.
Sloane huffed out a shaky laugh. “It probably wasn’t worth it. Now they’re all just going to have something else to complain about me for.”
“Hey,” they said softly, fighting to hold eye contact. “You stood up for yourself and pointed out their hypocrisy. If they can’t handle that, they should try to be nicer. It’s not fair the way they treat you.”
“It’s not so bad,” Sloane replied, looking down. “It’s just the way things always are and I really didn’t want to let Lizzie down.”
Polly’s heart ached for Sloane. She’d been trained her whole life to do what they told her, to be what they wanted rather than what she needed. It was a wonder, really, that she’d managed to get out of this place and start her own business, get her own cottage. Polly knew only too well the strength it took to get out and the strength it still took for her to live her own life in the face of so much pressure from the people who were supposed to love and cherish her.
While Polly might not be able to change them, she could show Sloane that she wasn’t wrong for standing up for herself. She could also be someone who loved and cherished Sloane for exactly who she was.
She was someone who loved and cherished Sloane for exactly who she was.
Even with her horrific family, Polly was having the best weekend of the year hanging out with Sloane. Staring at her over warm, autumnal drinks, sharing cake like they were on a date, making her laugh, listening to her talk about plants, seeing the way she came alive around nature… It was all wonderful. Except for the side of horrific-with-a-smile that was Sloane’s family.
“Sloane,” they said, taking her other hand in theirs too, “if you agreed to do someone’s garden but just planned to palm it off on someone else, didn’t tell them until the day of the job, and then they refused, would you think that was their fault?”
Sloane’s head shot back up. “What? No. Of course not.”
They nodded. “This is the same thing. They wanted something from you and didn’t think to ask. They were entitled and expectant and it was not you letting Lizzie down.”
Polly watched Sloane’s breath catch and her eyes glaze over as if fighting tears, but before she could reply, a tiny body slammed into their legs.
Polly looked down as Sloane blinked furiously and plastered a smile on her face.
Wrapped around both their legs was Lizzie dressed as a bat. Polly grinned at her.
“You’re a princess, Polly,” she squealed excitedly. “Who are you, Auntie Sloane?”
Sloane had recovered alarmingly fast and Polly wondered, as she looked down at Lizzie, how often Sloane had been forced to shut her own emotions down for her family. At least in this case it was for a child who didn’t need to realize just yet how awful her family was.
Sloane smiled. “I’m her girlfriend.”
Lizzie’s little gray eyes grew impossibly wide and round. “Princesses can have girlfriends?”
“Absolutely.”
“All of the stories Mama reads only have princes and princesses.” A tiny pout overtook her face and she folded her arms across her chest.
Despite their annoyance with Greer’s limited reading provisions, Polly couldn’t help but think the pose was adorable. Lizzie even got the exact same furrow in her brow that Sloane did and the sight of it practically melted Polly.
“I’ll send you some books with princesses with girlfriends,” Sloane assured her.
“Thank you, Auntie Sloane,” she said sweetly before running away and screaming delightedly.
Polly raised an eyebrow at Sloane. “Just breaking all kinds of ridiculous Abbott family rules today aren’t you?” they teased.
Sloane laughed. “Well, if she’s got to grow up with the kinds of nonsense I did, the least she can do is have her gay aunt diversify her library a little. God knows Greer probably gets one diverse book from the library when there’s an event happening and calls it a day.” She paused, thinking. “Actually, that’s probably not true. She does like to post in support of causes when they’re in the news or it's Pride month or whatever. So maybe she gets more than one book.”
Polly shot her a look. “You know there’s a name for people who have that type of activism.”
Sloane rolled her eyes. “Yep. And if that’s not Greer all over, I don’t know what is.”
They thought about that for a second before nodding. “I’ve been in the same room as her once and even I know that’s accurate.”
“Yeah, she’s not really hiding it. I think she thinks that’s the right way to do things and, you know, because she has a sibling who didn’t get kicked out for being queer, the family is progressive or something.”
“Of course.” Polly sighed. “Okay. I definitely want to continue helping you air your demons about this lot, but we should have cake or sugary drinks or something to get us through it.”
Sloane laughed. “You’re not wrong there. This way, I imagine.” And she pulled Polly along by their joined hands, through the orange, black, and purple streamers and cobwebs decorating the place.
Polly’s assumption about how Greer would decorate had been spot on. Her inkling that it would not be the most appropriate for a three-year-old’s birthday party had also been spot on. But, as she wound her way through the decorations in the purposefully poorly lit house, she couldn’t quite bring herself to care because all that really mattered was Sloane’s strong, warm hand in hers.



Thirteen
 
 
Sloane awkwardly clutched two boxes of organic juice as she tried to juggle her plate of carrot sticks and dip. Like the ridiculous fake girlfriends they were, she and Polly had been sharing the plate, which Sloane got because they were in public and this was what they were supposed to be doing, but that didn’t mean it didn’t mess with her heart.
For the moment, she was alone, Polly having gone to the bathroom after one too many juice boxes and the decision that, while she didn’t like Greer, she was going to start buying that brand of juice once they were back home. She’d said it as if juice boxes were something they were adding to their shared grocery list, for their shared home. And, while Sloane wasn’t lying to herself hard enough to believe she wasn’t going to have a stock of them ready for any time Polly wanted to come around, she had spent the last three minutes convincing herself Polly had only said it like that because of the ruse, not because that’s at all how they meant it.
She took another bite of carrot and then almost choked to death by inhaling it when Greer appeared in front of her. There must be some supernatural ability bestowed on women in the Abbott family when they gave birth that allowed them to spring up from the ground without warning.
“Sloane,” Greer said, a mildly disgusted expression on her face at the choking. “So nice of you to finally show up.”
Sloane forced the last of the carrot down the right way and took a sip of her juice while wondering how it was that Greer had a child when a little choking made her look like that. What happened when Lizzie was sick or just generally messy as children were wont to be?
“I’ve been here for over an hour, actually, but nice finally running into you,” she said once she could finally speak, though her voice still sounded a little rough.
“Yes, I am aware.” Greer’s expression would look friendly to an outsider, but Sloane was familiar enough with it to know that Greer was secretly planning her murder. She wondered what had prompted it this time.
“Okay,” Sloane said, slowly. “Are you having fun?”
She knew the question would annoy her sister but they couldn’t just stand there staring at each other.
“Am I having fun?” Greer repeated with a slightly more sarcastic tone. “What do you think, Sloane?”
“I think it’s your child’s third birthday and she’s having a great time, so I would imagine you’d be happy she was.”
Greer laughed in that callous way Sloane had always hated. She tried hard not to hate her family or any parts of them, having been told over and over and over again that you only got one family and they stood by you and you stood by them, through thick and thin. But that laugh… It was the one she pulled out on Sloane when she wanted to knock her down a peg.
A corner of Sloane’s mind provided the information that she’d been knocked down so many pegs by Greer over the years that there couldn’t be many left. The thought left her feeling guilty.
Greer hadn’t bullied her in school and her popularity had provided Sloane with a certain level of protection. She hadn’t disowned Sloane when she came out. And they were family. Perhaps not the kind of sisters who are best friends, but family nonetheless, and she was the only sister Sloane had. She should go a little easier on her. It must be hard having a toddler and throwing so many parties in one weekend.
Greer stared at her for so long it was getting uncomfortable and Sloane began shifting from side to side, desperate to escape from under her sister’s icy gaze.
“I needed you to set up, Sloane,” she finally said. “And not only did you not do that, but you and your little friend decided to tell Steve that I hadn’t even asked you before this morning?”
Sloane frowned. “Well, you hadn’t asked me before this morning. And Polly’s my girlfriend, not my friend, and they didn’t tell Steve anything. I told him that.”
Greer rolled her eyes, her whole demeanor at odds with the angel costume she was sporting. Sloane briefly wondered whether Steve was supposed to have been the devil, rather than the football player he was dressed as. She wouldn’t have put it past Greer to try to enforce a couple’s costume.
“And, pray tell, why did you tell him that?”
“Because it’s the truth…? You told him you’d asked last week and you definitely didn’t.”
Greer huffed like a toddler and Sloane began to think the hordes of children might not be the most immature people in the room.
“You know full well it’s never mattered before when we ask you to do stuff. You just do it. I didn’t realize you’d be so busy with your new girlfriend that your niece would cease to matter to you and you’d just go around embarrassing me in front of my husband.”
Sloane felt as though someone had tied a boa constrictor around her chest and it was slowly crushing her to death.
She fought for enough air to speak as the sound of screaming children pressed in around her. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. It’s just you didn’t ask last week and I needed to take Polly to town and not being available within half an hour’s notice doesn’t mean I don’t care about Lizzie. Of course I care. I love her.”
“Well, you’ve got a funny way of showing it. What if none of this had gone right and the party was a disaster? Could you have handled her disappointment? No. And you wouldn’t have to. You just get to swan away and leave your devastation in your path, don’t you, Sloane? And that’s exactly what you did with Steve. Leaving me with a husband who thinks I lied to him because you decided to let me down again. I cannot believe you’re still doing that, Sloane.”
The room didn’t look right. Sloane’s anxiety was affecting her vision, everything just slightly out of balance and possibly not in 3D anymore. It wasn’t a good sign. If Greer kept berating her, no matter how much she deserved it, Sloane would have a full-blown anxiety attack and ruin the party.
She needed it to stop. She needed to get away. It was imperative that she found the right words to calm Greer down and cut off the argument. People were going to notice and they would look at Sloane and they would see what a failure she was.
“Greer,” she choked out. “I didn’t mean to cause problems and I wasn’t trying to let anyone down. I brought the things you asked for. I will help tomorrow. I really wasn’t trying to accuse you of lying or make Steve angry with you.”
“What is happening here?” Polly hissed, arriving back at Sloane’s side and wrapping a protective arm around her.
Sloane couldn’t even look at her, she was so fixated on Greer, but she was glad they’d asked about things that were helpful and safe when Sloane had an anxiety attack. They knew it was safe to touch Sloane, that she needed the physical support right now. Even if it didn’t help the overall situation much, it grounded Sloane a little. The warm arm around her shivering back and the comforting scent of Polly just about registered in her jumbled mind. But there was still Greer and that look of betrayal and it ate Sloane alive.
Neither of them spoke, so Polly asked again and Sloane knew she was talking to Greer.
Greer snorted. “She told Steve it was all my fault she wasn’t here to set up this morning. All because you needed medicine.”
Polly held Sloane closer. “She told Steve you didn’t ask a week ago because you didn’t ask a week ago. If you’re in hot water for lying, that’s on you. Sloane doesn’t exist to take the fall for you and your lies. She already spent all week doing stuff for you.”
“With the plants? She’s always doing stuff with plants, it’s not like it’s a big deal.”
They stiffened, shifting slightly to somewhat shield Sloane from her sister. “Why don’t you come back to me when you decide that helping set up for someone else’s party when they ask you at the last minute is more important than getting your husband a medication he needs? Or when you decide that making a fairy garden for someone else’s child, gardens for them, and favors for their party is such a minimal task you could do it yourself? Until then, excuse us.”
Sloane was barely aware of being led away as the noise of the party grated in her brain and she trembled and everything felt very far away except her chest that might explode and Polly’s arms guiding her, holding her.
They stopped her at one point and prised the plate of carrot sticks from her fingers, letting her keep the juice boxes, before they continued.
When she was guided into the passenger seat of her own car, Sloane went willingly, tears instantly falling when the door closed, finally shutting her somewhere safe.
Polly got into the driver’s side, pulled her coat from the backseat, and placed it over Sloane, before switching on Sloane’s Hozier CD quietly. They began driving, taking them away from Greer and the party and the Abbotts and all of the bad things, even if only temporarily.
They didn’t speak, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Sloane felt safe to cry as much as she needed to, to have her breathing be as ragged as it was without attempting to mask it, and Polly’s hand frequently reached out to reassuringly hold her knee.
Sloane didn’t even think about where they were going until they’d been driving for at least half an hour, by which time she’d calmed down significantly and was no longer crying, though anxiety still wracked her body and she was too exhausted to even figure out how to ask. Instead, she twisted in her seat and just watched Polly drive. Their sure, confident movements were the security Sloane desperately needed and the soft, caring gaze that flickered frequently to Sloane’s face was comforting.
When they finally pulled over, Sloane was still too tired to sit up and look where they’d brought her. Honestly, she didn’t really care. All that mattered was that she was safe and away and the only person there was Polly. She knew the guilt of leaving her niece’s birthday party early would come but she was working very hard to keep it at bay for the time being.
Polly parked the car but left the music running as they reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a pack of wipes from their drive up to Rock Falls.
As the music sang about love and fire, Sloane couldn’t help but think that was what Polly felt like. Setting Sloane’s world on fire in the most wonderful way, Polly was good, the loss of certain expectations was good. And while some of the choices Sloane was making with her made it feel like other things were burning down, she wondered whether that was what she needed. She couldn’t quite convince herself that her fight with Greer was good yet, but deep down, she suspected it might be.
With the gentlest of touches, Polly took Sloane’s chin in her hand and wiped off the remaining face paint that Sloane had forgotten completely during her attack.
As the cloth swept over her forehead, she glanced down at her sleeves and saw them discolored from wiping tears and makeup from her face, but Polly didn’t seem to mind. They were patient, gentle, kind as they cleared Sloane of the blue-gray look but left her in the wig, before much more expediently taking several wipes to their own face to clear off the pink.
Once they were done, Sloane finally sat up properly.
“Where are we?” she asked, looking out through the window, where raindrops were beginning to accumulate. Her voice was rough and clawing.
“Everglass Lake,” Polly said, not quite meeting Sloane’s eye.
Sloane watched her. “You remembered.” The feeling coursing through her was a little too much to take in her post-anxiety attack state but still welcome.
“Of course. You told me the things that help you when you’re here and when you’re anxious and I remembered them all so I wouldn’t have to ask you a lot of questions if something happened. This one, I saved to my phone, just in case.”
Polly shot her a quick smile before jumping out of the car to go put the dirty wipes in the trash.
Sloane stared after them in amazement, muttering to the empty seat, “You’re amazing,” as if Polly remained.
When she returned, she came to Sloane’s door, the rain slowly saturating her auburn hair, making it darker. Sloane was glad that while she was still in her wig, she got to see the rain play with Polly’s hair, a few gorgeous strands fluttering out in the chilly breeze.
“We don’t have to walk if you’re not feeling up to it. I just wanted to get you away from all of that,” they said, watching Sloane with narrowed eyes.
“I want to. Thank you for bringing me.”
Truthfully, there were no words to describe how she felt about Polly saving her from that situation, let alone doing it by giving Sloane all of the things she needed exactly. Including Polly herself. The scent of her on the jacket that Sloane had snuggled under, the soft hand on her knee, the gentle gazes… all of it was just what Sloane had always hoped she’d find with someone else, were there to ever be someone in her life. Of course Polly was the one to give her all of that. Of course she got it when the relationship wasn’t really real.
“Do you want to wear my coat for this?” they asked, pulling Sloane from her slowly darkening thoughts.
“Oh, no, that’s okay. You’ll need it in this weather. I’ll just wear mine,” she replied, handing over the yellow coat and reaching into the back of the car for her own. “I have some sweatpants here too if you’d like to change out of that skirt?” She gestured to the bright pink, twirly number Polly was wearing as part of their costume.
They laughed and looked down. “Yeah, it might be better to swap. And I can’t really say no to a pretty girl offering me her pants, can I?”
Sloane looked up in surprise and Polly winked at her. She knew this was just to cheer her up but it still sent her sensitive emotions into overdrive as the thought of offering Polly all of her pants took over her mind.
She looked away as Polly shimmied them on under her skirt. Even in her anxious state, the sight of Polly putting on her pants was too much to take. The sight of them in them was going to torment Sloane the whole time, she did not need to watch them slip into them and slide the skirt off, even if Polly didn’t seem concerned about being out of Sloane’s line of sight.
“Okay, ready?” Polly said after depositing her skirt in the backseat.
“Yeah,” Sloane replied, stepping out of the car and taking her first deep breath in over an hour. The cold, damp air rushed into her lungs and soothed something inside her.
Being completely honest with herself, it was probably the first full breath she’d taken since she and Polly had arrived in Rock Falls. There was just something about being around her family that put her constantly on edge. Out here, in the forest, rain falling on her, and nobody to judge her, she felt safe and whole and at ease again, even if she was emotionally drained from the anxiety.
She pulled her hood up over her head, her arms into her sleeves, and shoved her hands into her pockets, disappearing from the world in the safety of her coat. But, when Polly locked the car, stepped close beside Sloane, and linked their arms together, she found again that there was one person she absolutely did not want to disappear from. And she was lucky enough to have them right there by her side, walking her favorite, safest place in Rock Falls.



Fourteen
 
 
Polly watched Sloane walk out of the forest and towards the lake’s deserted pier.
Given that this was Sloane’s favorite place in Rock Falls, Polly assumed it was always relatively unpopulated despite how beautiful it was. The rain was also likely a deterrent as it came down increasingly heavily, but Polly loved the fog that accompanied it, rolling over the dark gray surface of the lake.
Sloane’s shoulders relaxed a little the closer she got to the end of the pier and Polly was relieved to see it. They wondered how many times Sloane had come to this place, hurt and tense and frozen like a deer in headlights before the lake had soothed her and made her able to face her family and the world again.
In all honesty, Polly hadn’t consciously thought about the fact that she needed to bring Sloane here. She’d just seen Greer seething at her, heard their conversation, seen Sloane shutting down, the light in her eyes gone, and every part of her had screamed to get Sloane out of there, to bring her somewhere safe. And this was the place Sloane had said was safe. Polly could see why now that they were here. They’d never been so happy to be out in the cold rain, but Sloane loved the rain. They’d raced raindrops together, which was still one of Polly’s favorite memories, but even before that she’d known Sloane loved the rain.
Most days, when the rain was bad, people would enter the garden center and shake themselves off, shivering from the chill or shuddering from the damp. But not Sloane. The worse the rain was, the more content she looked as she walked through the front door of Blooms. A few months after realizing, Polly had found herself smiling on days it was raining and Sloane might come in, just so they could see that small, secret smile Sloane wore in the rain.
At the end of the pier in front of her, Sloane was standing with her face up into the rain as though it gave her life. Polly didn’t wonder at the reason she did that, all that mattered was that they knew she did and that it made Sloane happy.
She wandered down the pier towards Sloane, her red raincoat a bright beacon in contrast to the gray world around them. Polly assumed her own yellow coat had a similar effect, but she wasn’t staring at herself. She was staring at Sloane, who was sitting down on the wet pier.
Without hesitation, when they reached Sloane, they immediately sat down beside her, uncaring of the drenched wood soaking through the sweatpants Sloane had loaned her.
Sloane looked at her, a small smile finally making its way back onto her face. “Most people don’t like sitting on wet piers.”
“Most people don’t like lots of things that are good for them.”
“You think sitting on a cold, wet floor is good for us?” Sloane tilted her head at Polly, who grinned.
“I think right now it is, yeah.” They patted the planks on either side of their crossed legs. “Very grounding.”
Sloane nodded in understanding but looked down and fidgeted with the hem of her pants. “I’m sorry. For… all of that.”
Polly looked out at the fog over the lake. “It’s really okay. You can’t control your anxiety and Greer was being ridiculous.”
From the corner of her eye, she saw Sloane shrug. “I could have just taken the blame. It’s not like it would have mattered much. We’re leaving in a couple of days. She’s stuck dealing with trouble with Steve. It’s not like I would have had to deal with it for long.”
“Sloane, it’s not your job to cover for everyone around you or take the blame for everything.”
“Isn’t it?”
They reached a hand towards Sloane’s fidgeting fingers, clasping their hands together but still looking out over the lake, watching the barely visible ripples through the fog.
Polly knew that feeling too well. She’d been there, for far too long, once upon a time. They knew the way it started small, snuck inside your heart and destroyed your confidence, your sense of self. It adjusted your sense of justice for yourself, your personal worth, until you put up with things you’d never in a million years think acceptable for anyone else. And it happened because it was led by people you thought you could trust, by people who were supposed to love you. In Sloane’s case, her family. In Polly’s… someone else.
“No,” they whispered. Sloane was likely only able to hear because they were sitting so close together, their knees pressing against one another. “Your family have spent your life training you to think that it is, training you to behave a certain way while the same expectations were never placed on Greer, and it’s not fair. You’re a whole person and your feelings are valid and matter. But you pack them down, try not to feel them, and when they overwhelm you, pretend they don’t matter because you’ve been told your feelings aren’t as important as everyone else’s. So you find places to be safe, to be yourself, because you can’t do that around them. But it doesn’t make it right.”
Polly felt Sloane’s gaze on her, but couldn’t meet her eye.
Sloane’s fingers gripped Polly’s tighter as they whispered, “How do you know that?”
It was obvious that she knew.
They took a deep breath. They wouldn’t have said any of it if they weren’t ready to tell Sloane the story, if they weren’t ready to truly show Sloane that she wasn’t alone, but that didn’t make it easy.
She squeezed Sloane’s fingers tightly. “Because I’ve been there.”
Sloane slowly blew out her breath. “With your family?”
Polly shook her head. “An ex, actually.”
“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about this, you know?” She reached her free hand up to just below Polly’s elbow and rubbed her arm comfortingly.
“I know, but it’s okay. I’ve had a lot of therapy and done a lot of healing, and I think it will help you to know you’re not alone.”
Sloane nodded, watching them cautiously. “No pressure to say anything though.”
Polly half smiled and finally shifted slightly to look directly at Sloane again.
They both took deep breaths.
“She was great. In the beginning. Made me feel loved and important. Sought my opinion on things. Or, at least, I thought she did. She did a lot of things that felt like I was being listened to and respected. It was only later that I realized how that actually worked. But, at the time… she made me feel like the center of her world. So I made her mine too. And then she changed.” She took another deep breath, this time fighting the tremor in their voice. “It was so tiny and subtle at first. The realization that she asked my opinion, but never actually listened to it. Almost without fail, she’d always choose the option I didn’t pick. But when I asked about it, she made me feel silly. Pointed out all of the reasons why her choices were better until I thought they were too. She was so calm and confident and rational. It made sense. When she said she was sure she didn’t always pick the other option, she was so certain, it made me sure I was being too sensitive, focussing too much on the times that did happen and making it seem like that was all the time when it wasn’t. And then she’d pull me in and tell me she loved me and kiss me and I would feel like the center of her world again, so I thought I was just being ridiculous.”
Sloane nodded, a look of understanding and recognition in her eyes. Polly had seen that look a few times now. In the years since she’d gotten out and learned to remember everything that happened and talk about it, she’d learned the looks of those who were horrified such a thing could happen, and the looks of those who knew it could because it had. To them and to Polly. And, while Sloane might not have been consciously aware of what had been happening her whole life, she knew it now. She knew it when Polly described it, that was obvious.
“And it just got worse from there,” Polly continued with a sigh. “It’s so subtle and it happens so frequently, that nothing makes sense anymore. The big things and the small ones, you just start to think your opinion is wrong automatically. You make yourself small, as small as you can be. And things happen that if anyone described to you, you’d know were wrong, but when they’re happening to you with the person you love, you can’t even question them. You’ve been trained to understand that you’re wrong and they’re right, but it’s okay because they love you. They’re not the one hurting you, you’re doing that to yourself by being too much, too sensitive, too wrong.”
“But it’s not that,” Sloane said, carefully, cautiously, almost trying the words and the concept out. “It’s not you. You know it’s wrong, but you’ve been taught to ignore your feelings.”
Polly smiled sadly at her. “Exactly. And if that’s been done to you since you were a child, by the people who were supposed to guide and lead you, that’s going to be really hard to break and really hard to live in.”
Sloane nodded, not bothering to wipe away the tears that streamed down her face, standing out against the smaller, misty raindrops.
“I’m sorry it happened to you… is happening to you,” Polly whispered.
“I’m sorry it happened to you too. I’m really glad you got out.”
“Me too. And I know it’s not easy. It’s much easier for people to say just get out than it is to actually do it, so I’m not telling you to walk out and drop your family right now. I’m just here to support you through whatever this weekend looks like and whatever you want to do moving forward.”
They sat in silence for a few moments, both of them attempting to regulate their breathing while hot tears ran down Sloane’s face.
“My therapist says boundaries are important,” she finally said, wiping at her cheeks. “That’s why I’ve tried to push back a little this weekend. We’ve been working on it for months. But it’s so hard. Every part of me tries to just shut down and go with whatever they want. And it’s that strange feeling inside of being more aware than ever that something isn’t right, but feeling like I owe them for being my family, for the things they did for me growing up, for putting up with me.”
“Nobody who loves you is putting up with you. I promise. We’re here and we see you and respect you and understand all of the wonderful things you bring into our lives.”
Sloane looked at her with a broken expression. “I don’t know that anyone has ever really loved me. The people who say they do, don’t. And I don’t let anyone else close enough to love me. Not anymore.”
“You let me in. I love you.”
They didn’t think about the potential implications of saying that to someone they were fake dating. They didn’t think about how it ached in their heart to say it, how it blurred the line between them further. It was true and it needed saying. More than anything, Sloane needed to hear that she let someone in and they saw and loved her for exactly who she was. While there were many things Polly couldn’t do, she absolutely could do that.
“I love you too,” Sloane said, her voice quiet and cracking around tears, but it still warmed Polly’s heart that she could let them in like that, even after everything. She really was amazing and so brave and strong. And she had no idea.
Polly reached their arms up around Sloane’s shoulders and pulled her into a hug. Sloane went willingly and sobbed against Polly’s shoulder. It broke Polly’s heart, but she knew how much Sloane needed this. It seemed she had made it this far in life without having many people she felt she could breakdown on and everything would still be okay. Polly desperately needed to give her that, no matter how complicated the dynamic between them was.
After holding Polly so tightly and sobbing openly for several minutes, Sloane shifted to a snuffling before eventually pulling back and looking at Polly, slightly embarrassed.
“I’m sorry for… all of that,” she said looking down. “I didn’t mean to have an anxiety attack or cry all over you again or… just any of what this weekend has been so far.”
Polly shook their head. “It’s really okay. I’m here for you and I love you and you’re safe, I promise. You can cry on me as much as you need and we can come here as many times as you want. It’s really okay.”
Sloane watched them for a moment as if trying to determine if they were real. Polly understood. She’d spent more than enough time over the last year wondering the exact same thing about Sloane.
“You didn’t deserve what your ex did to you,” Sloane said eventually, catching Polly slightly off guard with her conviction. “You’re amazing and you deserve someone who really loves and respects you.”
Polly almost laughed the comment off. It had become their go-to when people who knew said things like that. But something about Sloane saying it, especially under these circumstances, meant she couldn’t. She didn’t want to.
They looked at her seriously, considering. “I haven’t really dated since that. It was terrifying for a while, and then less scary, but still a lot. But I’ve finally gotten to a place where I understand what happened, I am aware of unhealthy patterns around me, and I do believe someone might love and respect me someday.”
“Anyone would be lucky to have you,” Sloane replied, seemingly without thinking the words through since she blushed immediately as her own words registered.
Polly’s heart clenched in their chest. As much as she’d tried to deny it to herself, as thoughts of being with someone had crept in over the last year, it was Sloane who featured in her imaginings. She’d just been a really lovely person and Polly had put it down to Sloane being objectively gorgeous and also kind and funny and knowledgeable about plants. They’d told themselves over and over when it happened that they wanted someone like Sloane, not Sloane herself.
But here was Sloane—real, full, complete Sloane—and she was everything. There was no way to block out the way their brain supplied Sloane as the one they wanted to love them. And this weekend was basically a roadmap of all the ways they could work together, all the ways they could grow together.
Polly hoped beyond hope that the blush that still lit Sloane’s face was a sign that maybe, just maybe, Sloane might include herself on the list of people who would be lucky to have them.



Fifteen
 
 
Sloane awoke as Polly pulled her car back into her parents’ driveway. The two of them had been gone for hours. The party was long over and Sloane’s parents were surely back home. She wasn’t particularly excited about what would greet them on the other side of the door, but whatever it was, they were going to face it together.
That never ceased to amaze her. Someone was on her side. Someone was ready to jump in to support her. Someone was amazing.
As Polly killed the engine and turned to the passenger seat, Sloane realized she was staring, but they didn’t seem to mind, smiling softly when they saw she was awake.
The look triggered a deep ache in Sloane’s heart, that feeling of wanting to see that perfect, round face looking at her every time she woke up.
“Hey,” Polly said softly, glancing briefly at the house. “Feeling any better after some rest?”
Sloane thought about the question. Polly sitting beside her and looking at her like that was making her feel better but the heavy exhaustion that always came with the crash after an anxiety attack was still there.
“Eh,” she said with a shrug. “Still exhausted, but I’m really glad we did that. And I am finally starting to feel hungry, so that’s something.”
“Oh, that’s good. We’ll get something yummy to eat. That will make us both feel better. But we have to shower and warm up first.” They laughed and Sloane refused to look away or even blink. She didn’t want to miss a moment of that joy.
Of course, Polly was right. They had sat in the cold rain for hours, talking, watching the lake, just being there for each other. Despite the way they’d blasted the car’s heating on the way home, they were still soaked to the bone and in need of nice warm showers before they developed colds.
“One more thing before we go in,” Sloane said, sitting up. “Thank you. For saving me from Greer. For taking me to the lake. For telling me all the things you did. For being here. It means more than you know.”
Polly stared into Sloane’s eyes for a few minutes, the corners of her lips turned very slightly upwards just as they always were. It was like Polly wore an eternal smile, and it was very fitting. She was the sun, lighting and warming everything around them. Sloane had never been one for sunbathing, but she found she’d bask happily in Polly’s warmth forever.
“Thank you for letting me in,” Polly said and Sloane knew they really meant it.
She nodded. “Also, I have no idea what this is going to be like. Or, rather, I do and I hope I’m wrong, but, in case I’m not, I’m very sorry.” She gestured towards the house as she spoke to make clear she was talking about with her parents.
While her parents had never had a problem chewing Sloane out, they didn’t tend to do it in front of other people. With them believing that Polly was her girlfriend, she had no idea where that would put her in the grand scheme of things.
“It’s okay,” Polly said with a smile. “Whatever happens, we face it together. And then order junk food? I could really go for a pizza, actually.”
Sloane grinned widely. “Same.”
“Okay. Let’s go then.”
Polly jumped out of the car and rounded it quickly, coming to a stop at Sloane’s door.
If she’d realized what Polly was doing, she wouldn’t have taken the time to take a deep breath and watch them walk around the car. But she hadn’t, so, when Polly opened her door and offered her hand, Sloane was at a loss for words and actions.
She felt her mouth open and close multiple times and her cheeks heating up as Polly attempted to suppress their amusement at her reaction.
After a moment, her brain got back on track enough to reach her hand out into Polly’s and step out of the car.
The night had settled in as they’d driven back to the house and the chill of the evening bit at Sloane through her wet clothes, but, as Polly wound their fingers together and walked with Sloane close beside them, she couldn’t quite find it in herself to care.
Polly smiled at her encouragingly before she pushed the door open and stepped inside.
The reaction was almost instantaneous upon hearing the door. A chair scraping along the floor, a huff, and then the appearance of her very irate mother, closely followed by her frowning father.
“Sloane Amelia Abbott, where have you been?” her mother demanded, coming to a stop very slightly too close to her and Polly, and crossing her arms.
Sloane glanced at Polly at the sound of her middle name—it was never a good sign when your parents middle named you—but they stood beside her looking as serene as ever and it gave Sloane strength.
“We went for a drive,” she told her parents, causing her father’s eye to twitch very slightly. Was she a more vindictive person, she might try to see how many times she could make it do that. As it was, she felt hollowed out and in desperate need of warm blankets, a soft bed, a delicious pizza, and Polly.
She was fairly certain a great many nights could look like that and make her more than happy for the rest of time.
“You went for a drive?” her father asked.
“Yes, sorry.”
“You disappeared in the middle of your niece’s birthday, leaving everything to the rest of us, just to go for a drive?” her mom asked, but she knew it was rhetorical. “I hope you’re ready to take the lead on setting up tomorrow to make up for your behavior today. You’ve really let your sister down today, Sloane.”
It appeared Polly was classed as inner circle enough to be witness to the telling off, but it didn’t feel bad. It felt like an acceptance Sloane had never really felt with her family. She’d never brought a partner home and they’d been forever trying to set her up with men. Telling her off in front of Polly was basically the we know you can have a serious relationship with someone who is not a man she had been waiting for.
That and Polly’s solid comfort pressed along one side of her gave Sloane the strength to tell the truth. There were plenty of other times where she’d pushed her needs down to let them do what they wanted, where she’d taken the telling off rather than attempting to explain her side of things, but her therapist told her that was a form of fawning and she deserved to take up space, her feelings were valid and real. So she took a deep breath and said, “I had an anxiety attack.”
Her mom looked like her blood had run cold for one moment and her dad’s fingers clenched where they held her mother’s shoulder.
For all of the ways they’d been difficult, they had taken her anxiety relatively seriously. It had been hard not to when she was having massive anxiety attacks every other day for a while. They had been less amenable to their doctor’s suggestions of how they could help create an environment more supportive of Sloane, but they at least avoided berating her when she was having an anxiety attack.
“Greer didn’t mention anything,” her dad said slowly, his eyes raking over Sloane’s face as if to confirm all the markers of an anxiety attack were there.
Sloane felt Polly stiffen next to her and she wasn’t sure whether it was because of the comment specifically or the general mention of Greer.
“I don’t think she noticed,” Sloane said diplomatically, running her thumb over Polly’s where they held hands.
Her mom looked from her to her dad. “Well, she was very busy. It’s a big day for her. A big weekend. It’s hardly for her to be worried about whether her sister is having an anxiety attack or not. She has her own life going on.”
Polly blew out a breath slightly too heavily at that, but Sloane was sure neither of her parents realized. She, however, was certain Polly was as annoyed as she was at the suggestion that Sloane’s whole life should revolve around Greer, but Greer had far too much going on to even care whether Sloane was having an anxiety attack.
Sloane was sure the verdict would have been the same if they’d known it was Greer who prompted the attack too. They’d still somewhat let Sloane off for having the anxiety attack, but they’d also explain away whatever Greer did with comments about how busy she was, how important this weekend was, and how it was kind of Sloane’s fault she was irate in the first place since she was the one who bailed on setting up.
It was a strange line they all walked.
Sloane refocused on her parents, who were still standing before her and Polly, discussing the massive list of demands that befell Greer this weekend—as if it wasn’t her own doing by planning all of the events.
She cleared her throat. “Sorry, I’m actually pretty exhausted from today. Do you mind if we go grab showers and jump into bed?”
Her mom frowned. “You really should eat something. No good ever came from going to bed on an empty stomach.”
Janet had a great many beliefs that Sloane had learned to not argue with over the years. This was one of them. Luckily, she had an answer this time, since that was not their plan.
“Oh, we’re going to order a pizza,” she said, gesturing to herself and Polly, who she wasn’t sure her parents realized was still there. They hadn’t looked at them in several minutes. It was a little unnerving.
Janet gasped. “You can’t do that.”
Polly and Sloane shared a look before they both looked back at her parents, entirely at a loss.
“Why not?” Polly asked.
Janet looked utterly perplexed by the question as Phil said, “It’s not healthy. You want to fill your body with vegetables and nutrients after an anxiety attack. Doreen from down the street had anxiety and then she started eating lots of fruits and veggies and she got so much better.”
Polly was evidently trying very hard not to look at them as though they’d both grown extra heads. While she knew Polly wasn’t judging her, she still wished the ground would swallow her whole.
It had been a while since either of her parents had sent her anything about diets to manage anxiety, like they were magical cures, so she’d almost forgotten that was their thing. No amount of explaining had gotten them to believe that while dietary changes could help in some ways, they were not a cure for a chemical imbalance in her brain. Sloane had tried but, upon repeated failure, had just filed that away under ways they showed they cared.
Contrary to their beliefs, she had a good grasp on her diet and she knew the occasional pizza was great for her mental health. Particularly so when she felt like this and wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed with Polly and eat cheesy carbs.
And she was not going to think specifically about how good for her the Polly part of that equation felt.
“Dad,” she sighed. “I was eating carrots during my anxiety attack. I promise my diet is fine. I really just want some pizza.”
“Absolutely not,” he said, frowning at her.
“Agreed,” her mom said, nodding furiously. “There’s a vegetable stew in the freezer that we had last week. You two should eat some of that instead. Much better for you than pizza and you’ll sleep better not having just eaten cheese.”
Polly and Sloane glanced at each other vaguely amused. Someone at work had given Polly the same advice earlier that week when she’d mentioned eating mac and cheese for dinner, so, when she’d recounted the tale for Sloane, the pair had both agreed that despite hearing that was a thing, cheese had never given either of them nightmares. They were both grateful it had not but were willing to take the sacrifice if it ever did.
They both also knew they were not getting out of this conversation without at least appearing to agree to no pizza.
“Okay, well, we’re going to take showers first and warm up a bit,” she told her parents. “And then we’ll eat something that’s good for us.”
Both of her parents examined the pair for a moment as if they were children caught doing something they shouldn’t before they nodded, satisfied.
“Well, we’ll be out in the conservatory, so just help yourselves when you’re ready,” her mom said. “And we look forward to seeing you tomorrow—refreshed and ready to help Greer.”
The minute they turned their backs, Sloane rolled her eyes at the subtle reminder that, while they might let her off for disappearing today, her feelings were still secondary to Greer’s. But, it was Greer’s big party weekend, so Sloane knew it was fair.
She pulled Polly towards the stairs and they climbed them together, not speaking and not letting go of each other’s hands. Sloane had no interest in questioning why the two of them were so committed to holding hands out of the sight of everyone that they were squeezing together to get up the stairs.
When they reached the safety of Sloane’s former bedroom, however, Polly stopped, pulling Sloane around to face her and making her wonder for half a second whether they wanted to talk about that.
“The very coached language at the end there...” they said, eyes bright with mischief. “That was your subtle way of getting around the fact that we’re still getting pizza, right?”
She laughed. “Absolutely. Glad you know me well enough to pick up on that.”
Polly smiled and Sloane almost melted at the sight.
“I like knowing you,” they said, and Sloane thought she might die—at the sentiment, at the intensity with which she said it, at the look in their eyes. Just all of it was perfect.
She coughed and looked away, overwhelmed. “Well, it’s, uh, handy, really, that they’ll be in the conservatory. They shouldn’t hear us getting pizza delivered if we’re smart about it.”
“Ooh, sneaky late-night spy pizza. I love it.” Polly laughed, that bright, warming sound that Sloane loved so much.
“But we’re not spies,” she replied, also giggling.
“But we could be,” they countered, a smug look on their face that made Sloane feel warmer inside as it helped chase away some of the lingering anxiety that had scooped out her insides.
She smiled widely. “We could be. We’d be great spies. And we will definitely need to act like spies to get our pizza in bed.”
Polly hummed happily. “Pizza, bed, maybe a movie, and you? Sounds like the perfect night for a world-class spy.”
They rocked forward into Sloane slightly and all she wanted to do was wrap them in her arms and ask if they really meant it. But she knew they did, just not in quite the way she wished they would. So, instead, she moved slightly to be able to softly bump her arm against them and said, “It really does. But first, showers. Then we go all Mission Impossible on the pizza.”



Sixteen
 
 
Polly tied their mostly dry hair into a messy bun on the top of her head, took one last glance in the mirror—half fogged over from the incredible warmth of her shower—and walked out into the bedroom. Where they promptly forgot entirely how to function as they were greeted with the sight of a shirtless Sloane.
“Oh. Uh… I— I’m so sorry,” they said, eyes wide, even as they forced their gaze away from her.
“Ah. I’m so sorry. I forgot my shirt when I went to shower,” she replied, still rifling through her bag. “I was hoping to be able to grab it before you came out, sorry.”
“I’ve been out since I was fifteen,” Polly said without thinking. Her brain was doing entirely its own thing as all she could actively think about was Sloane’s perfect back, covered only partly by a racerback sports bra.
There was the sound of movement as Sloane found the sweatshirt she was looking for and pulled it on before turning to look at Polly, her hair a messy quiff from her shower and the way she’d yanked the sweater over it.
“You’re funny,” she said, giving them a very sarcastic look that Polly couldn’t not laugh at, even in spite of their brain being offline.
She shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I have no idea why I said that.”
Sloane laughed. “It’s really okay. It was funny.”
“I know you have a better sense of humor than that, Sloane Abbott.”
“Oh, I really don’t, Polly Stanwick.”
Polly examined Sloane’s face, the freckles scattered over her nose and cheeks, likely from days out in the sun, landscaping, caught her eye as they always did, but they weren’t what she was looking for. Life was returning to Sloane’s expressions and it was so good to see. When she was anxious and hurting, she understandably looked like someone had stolen something from her. Like they’d come along and scooped out an important part of her, so even when she tried to emote, things didn’t sit quite right. She wasn’t back to her usual baseline, there was still a heavy exhaustion deep in her expression, but there was a lightness that had been missing most of the day, and Polly was grateful to see it again.
She would gladly sit with Sloane through whatever the world and anxiety threw at her, but they knew it was easier for Sloane when she was not deep in an anxiety attack. All they wanted was for her to be happy and safe.
They smiled. “Then, my dear Sloane, we are both in danger of perpetual bad jokes and the rest of the world judging us for being so easily amused.”
Sloane laughed and moved to lie on her front across the bed, grabbing her phone as she went. “Let them judge. We are happy and soon to be full of pizza.”
Polly followed her to the bed, hopping up beside her and sitting cross-legged by her head.
They watched Sloane pull up the internet and find her way to the site for a local pizza place, which she assured Polly was the best one in the area. Polly trusted her judgment, but also would have been happy with bad pizza.
“I’m kind of feeling veggie supreme,” Sloane mused, looking over the menu.
“Of course you are,” Polly said without missing a beat. “Haven’t you heard, Sloane? Veggies are the cure for what ails you.”
She rolled slightly onto her side, pinning Polly in place with her amused expression, and causing Polly’s heart rate to double in speed. There was something about the way Sloane looked at her sometimes that made her hope and ache in the oddest ways.
“I do believe I have heard that somewhere,” Sloane laughed. “However, I’m pretty sure that the pizza part of it is the cure. I have zero interest in a bowl of chopped vegetables right now, and I’m pretty sure you feel the same.”
“How did you know?” Polly asked, her eyes tracing over a single strand of very attractive hair that was falling over Sloane’s forehead.
“Maybe it was the fact that you sat out on a freezing cold, wet pier with me all day.” Her tone retained its light, playful energy, but Polly could hear the sincerity buried in it.
They reached out and touched Sloane’s arm where it held up her phone. “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”
Their eyes met for a moment before Sloane smiled, blushed, and looked back at her phone, rolling onto her stomach again.
Polly knew it was a dangerous game for them to keep having moments like this—charged silences where they stared at each other, flirty little comments or touches, walking in on Sloane half-dressed—but she couldn’t seem to stop them, or to even want to stop them. At this point, she was half living for those moments. And the rest of the time, she was living for seeing the real Sloane. The one others made her lock away and push down, but who she let out around Polly.
It was a dangerous game to play, but it wasn’t a terrible way to live.
Sloane looked up again, a hint of shyness in her expression under Polly’s gaze. “Large?”
They grinned. “Definitely large.”
The way Sloane cocked her eyebrow in response set off a kaleidoscope of butterflies somewhere around Polly’s midriff and they were certain they were blushing too. This Sloane—cheeky Sloane who was all about going big if they were misbehaving anyway—was such a sealed-in version of her that Polly couldn’t help feeling like the luckiest person on Earth that they got to see it. They loved chaotic Sloane, particularly in contrast to tidy, responsible Sloane, and they couldn’t understand why every single person in the world didn’t want every part of Sloane just like they did.
“Okay,” Sloane grinned, putting her phone down and rolling onto her back. “Pizza is ordered and should be here in twenty-five minutes.
Polly lay down next to her, their heads in opposite directions—they didn’t want to take the chance of something pushing them over this precarious edge they were resting on because their faces were close together. And they knew that was a risk. The desire to take Sloane in their arms, to kiss her, would be overwhelming that close up.
“Have you done this before?” they asked.
“What?” Sloane moved her head to look down towards Polly. “Ordered food my parents don’t approve of? Yes. A couple of times. Never with someone else, though.”
“I’m glad I could be your first,” Polly replied, knowing the innuendo in it and smirking at Sloane, who was absolutely not prepared for it and promptly choked on fresh air.
“Jesus, Polly,” they spluttered after a moment. “Warn a girl before you make comments like that.”
They laughed. “Whoops. My bad, sorry.”
“Somehow, I don’t think you mean that at all,” Sloane replied, moving to scowl exaggeratedly at Polly and ending up hovering just over her face in a very too-intimate-for-friends position. Polly was sure they’d only ever seen couples lie like this together.
They gulped and tried for levity. “I might not.”
“I could have died, Mx. Stanwick.”
“Oh, please don’t. That would be a terrible and tragic loss. And, being the only other person in the room with you, I’d definitely be the prime suspect and I don’t really have time for that, sorry.”
Sloane’s mouth and eyes went hilariously wide. “Do you mean to tell me you wouldn’t miss me? Your only concern would be whether you—rightly—were the prime suspect?”
Polly hummed, pretending to think about it, but mostly just enjoying the spark in Sloane’s eyes. “I suppose I would miss you. I mean, who would I share the pizza with if you were gone? And what a waste of pizza that would be.”
“You do know pizza keeps in the fridge, right?”
“I mean, it does, but that’s where I’d have to put your dead body while I thought up a plan, so there’d be no space.”
Unable to keep up her faux-outraged act any longer, Sloane dissolved into giggles, her head flopping down so she rested it against Polly’s shoulder, while they fought the urge to run their fingers through the soft locks.
“You are ridiculous,” she giggled eventually, looking up and seeming to realize at the same moment as Polly that they were very, very close together and in the perfect position to kiss.
Well, Polly was thinking about kissing. She had no idea exactly what thoughts were holding Sloane in place, her eyes wide, her lips slightly parted. In any other situation, Polly would have been sure someone looking like that wanted to kiss her, but it didn’t make sense with Sloane. They weren’t really together, Sloane had a lot going on, and the whole reason she was here was that Sloane was trying to avoid being pushed into relationships she didn’t want. There was no way she was looking to start something with Polly. Especially not after a day like today. Which was probably what was responsible for Sloane’s energy. Today had just been a lot. That’s all it was.
But the quiet between them held, seemed to buzz with electricity, grew more and more charged, and Polly’s breath came faster and faster.
It was only when Sloane took a deep, ragged breath that Polly realized that while their breath had sped up, Sloane had barely been breathing at all. The sound broke the current that sparked around them, cut through whatever had been happening between them, and they both looked at each other questioningly, but unwilling to give an answer, before Sloane rolled away and onto her back again.
They lay in the quiet for a moment—a very different kind of quiet—before they both blew out long breaths. In any other situation, it would have been amusing at how well-timed it was.
Polly stared at the ceiling wondering what would have happened if the moment had not been broken. Would Sloane have leaned in to kiss them? Would she have leaned in to kiss Sloane? Would such a move have been wonderful or massively ill-advised? And, perhaps most importantly of all, what on earth was going on between them? Polly could explain a lot away, but this was definitely not friend behavior. At least, she didn’t think.
“What’s your favorite movie?” Sloane asked apropos of nothing, cutting off Polly’s questioning mind and swinging her firmly in the camp of their moment having been something she was blowing out of proportion. Who asks about favorite movies if they were just inches away from kissing their fake girlfriend?
“Bend It Like Beckham,” they replied without thinking, not even completely sure whether it was their favorite movie. It was a movie they loved, but there were a ton of them.
“Ah, the original bisexual awakening.”
They laughed, hoping Sloane couldn’t hear the slightly strained edge. “I mean, I’m not sure it was the original one, and I know I’m not bisexual now, but yeah, that was a thing.”
“Well, I like you as the lesbian you know you are. But… would you hate me if I told you I’d never seen it?”
Polly sat up immediately, turning to look at Sloane. She looked up at them with the cutest expression, clearly knowing Polly wouldn’t hate her, but desperate to see her response.
“What do you mean you’ve never seen it?” they asked, aghast.
She shook her head and shrugged. “Nope. Not once.”
“Oh my god. Sloane. We have to watch that movie. I mean, not necessarily tonight, but we have to watch it.”
“Oh, we should watch it tonight.”
“Really? You’re prepared, because like…” She attempted to figure out everything she wanted to say about the movie but couldn’t find the words.
“I’m prepared. Pizza and a movie in bed, you said. So. Let’s do it.”
“Okay, sounds great.” They paused for a second, tilting their head to one side. “What’s your favorite? I want to watch that one too.”
Sloane laughed and waved a hand. “I don’t really have one. It changes depending on my mood and the day and stuff, but The Matrix is probably the movie I’ve watched the most times.”
“Oh my god. I love that film.”
“Of course, it’s excellent. Plus, it really annoyed cis men when they found out it was a trans allegory and like… that just elevates it, let’s be honest.”
Polly laughed. “You’re not wrong there.”
“So, Bend It Like Beckham and then The Matrix?”
“Definitely. Really feeling those queer movies tonight, huh?”
Sloane thought about it for half a second. “I guess so. Although, doesn’t she get with the guy in Bend It Like Beckham?”
Polly sighed exaggeratedly. “She does. But you’ll see, it could have totally been a love story between Jess and Jules. Also, there’s… Never mind, no spoilers. But, as you so helpfully pointed out, it was one of my queer awakening films, so it counts.”
“It absolutely does.” She laughed. “Shame the pizza doesn’t have a queer name too.”
They laughed and glanced towards the bedroom door. “Speaking of which, should we be prepared for a knock on the door that we need to head off?”
Sloane looked at her phone for the time. “Oh, good point. We should get some drinks too. And it’s okay to be in the kitchen, they’ll just think we’re getting that vegetable stew.”
Despite that, the pair still crept downstairs and through the kitchen like the spies they thought they were, which was more like naughty children trying to sneak candy they knew they shouldn’t be having.
Sloane’s parents had left the kitchen in darkness, just the slightest light streaming in from the conservatory through the next room, so the pair left the lights off, using the refrigerator to illuminate them as they grabbed cans of flavored water and those ridiculous white napkins, giggling more than they should at their antics.
Polly was glad Janet and Phil didn’t come to check on them. Creeping around in the exaggerated, Scooby-Doo villain way they were would have been very difficult to explain to people with such limited and narrow senses of humor, she was sure.
However, when Sloane moved towards her and gestured that they should go towards the front door to wait, Polly realized she would have taken ten rounds of being told off by the Abbotts in exchange for the joyous look on Sloane’s face.
They stopped at the front door just in time, the glass panels on either side of it suddenly illuminated by the delivery car, but from the way they both gasped, you’d have thought it was a searchlight sent to track them both down. Which, admittedly, was rather a beacon calling Sloane’s parents when they really wished it wouldn’t, but at least it was a beacon carrying hot, cheesy deliciousness.
Sloane slipped the door open as quietly as she could and Polly knew this was not the first time she’d done that, but she was glad to be the first person Sloane had done it with. And then she tried not to blush as her own innuendo from earlier popped into her head.
She distracted herself by focusing on the adorable way Sloane bounced on the balls of her feet as they watched the delivery person approach them. They’d have gone out to meet them, but their spy mission had dictated they wear socks so as to make as little noise as possible. However, she did step out onto the porch to meet them there, handing them a tip in exchange for the large box.
Something about their giggling and happiness was obviously contagious as the delivery driver shot them both a massive smile and a half-laugh before wandering away and throwing a hand out in departure.
Sloane waved the pizza box in triumph as she closed the front door again and the pair started climbing—quietly but expediently—back up the stairs.
They were about three-quarters of the way up when they heard someone in the kitchen below and they both froze.
“I think Sloane’s been down here,” Phil called back to Janet. Sloane and Polly looked at each other with wide eyes. “Doesn’t smell like she made stew though.”
“Ugh. That girl,” they heard Janet call from the conservatory and Sloane snorted lightly as she attempted to contain her laughter.
Polly was delighted that she was laughing at her parents' ridiculousness, rather than being hurt by their comments. Any amount of scolding was worth having gotten the pizza that made Sloane this happy.
They gestured to Sloane that they should keep going and together they started up again, running the last few steps to their room.
She collapsed onto the bed as Sloane did the small latch on the door, locking her parents out of their pizza and movie fest, and Polly was certain nothing had ever been so perfect. At least until Sloane positively skipped across the room and jumped into bed right up against them.
As they started up their first movie and Sloane opened the box to reveal the dinner of champions, Polly was certain this was the most perfect anything had ever been and they worked hard to commit every little detail to memory, even the positively indecent moan Sloane let out upon taking her first bite of the pizza. That was a memory Polly knew she wouldn’t be forgetting for a very long time.



Seventeen
 
 
When Sloane woke up, it was barely light outside and, in the darkness of the bedroom, she could almost forget where she was.
Beside her, Polly slept peacefully, but their hand was making Sloane feel the exact opposite of peaceful. At some point in the night, it had slipped under her sweatshirt and now rested directly on her stomach, soft and warm and wonderfully overwhelming.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been touched like that. She knew who it was, but it had been a long time and, even then, it hadn’t felt this comfortable. It was comparisons like that that made Sloane fairly sure she was demi, but Polly was an unfortunate target to trigger her actual attraction. At the end of the weekend, they would part and Sloane would have to bury every inappropriate thought she had about Polly. They’d be closer friends than they were before this whole thing, but it wasn’t everything Sloane wanted it to be, and that was fine. It had to be.
What she wanted was those fingers on her stomach every day. Her hands on Polly’s skin, their mouths on each other, their bodies tangled together. But this was as close as she was getting and that would be enough.
If she never again knew what it was like to want someone this way, she would be okay. She’d been fine before and she’d be fine after. One day, she’d get over the gut-punch ache of seeing Polly and knowing that beautiful soul would never be with her.
They didn’t help things as they sighed in their sleep and moved infinitesimally closer to Sloane, their hand grazing over her stomach and sending a delicious, full-body shiver through her.
When it passed, she froze, pressing down into the mattress and hoping she wouldn’t wake Polly. After a moment, and them continuing to sleep peacefully, she relaxed again.
In truth, she wanted to stay here, wrapped in Polly’s arms, watching her sleep and breathing her in. But the image of having to explain that to them when she woke up was enough to terrify Sloane out of staying.
Slowly, she slipped out from under the soft grip Polly had on her and stepped out of bed. Polly taking hold of Sloane’s pillow and pulling it into herself momentarily froze Sloane in her tracks, especially as she hummed contentedly in her sleep while breathing Sloane’s scent in.
The move and the expression on Polly’s sleeping face and their auburn hair cascading over the pale sheets were enough to break Sloane’s heart.
This whole thing had been a terrible idea from the beginning. How did you get this much of someone and let them go? How did you watch someone take that much comfort from you and pretend it meant nothing?
They might be just friends to Polly, but Sloane had no way to ignore she’d passed just friends long ago.
She crept out of the room and down the stairs, thinking about how the pair of them had done that together last night. It was so much more fun to do it together.
There had never been anyone that Sloane enjoyed spending this much time around before, nobody she just couldn’t get enough of. There were people she liked, sure, but she needed time away from them. After relatively short bursts, she became drained and anxious and needed to retreat.
But not with Polly.
Even having spent almost every minute together for the last forty or so hours, all she wanted was more time, more opportunities to ask questions, to learn everything she could about Polly, to memorize all of their gestures and expressions, to earn her smiles and make her laugh, to sit together in silence or talk for hours. It was so far beyond anything Sloane had ever experienced before. And, of course, she’d asked for it to be pretend.
Last night alone had been perfect. The way they’d ended up with their legs tangled together as they rested the pizza on top of their knees between them, two of their favorite movies playing. How Polly had excitedly watched Sloane’s face during her favorite parts of the movies, just to see her reactions. How they’d gradually slipped down the bed together, a tangle of limbs and snuggles and not knowing where each of them ended and the other began, until they were lying with Polly half-asleep on Sloane’s shoulder with Sloane’s arms wrapped around her. It was the most relationship-y thing Sloane had ever done with a friend.
She walked the familiar path to the back of the yard, right to where nature met the meticulously manicured lawn, and breathed deeply, willing the fresh air to figure out the unpleasant tangle of emotions she was feeling about Polly and her family and this whole weekend and the lingering anxiety hangover from yesterday.
Her awareness that the day hadn’t been as bad as it could have been without Polly also didn’t help.
She was grateful beyond words for everything they’d done to help her, but she’d never had someone get that close during an attack and stay. Nobody who acted like it wasn’t something weird about her that they wanted to ignore or sidestep or pretend didn’t exist. Never before had there been a person who saw the darkest, most painful parts of her and who understood and held her through it, knowing they couldn’t fix her and weren’t expected to, but who could help by sitting with her through it.
There was no way she could have avoided falling harder for Polly this weekend, even as she knew it was wrong of her to want them.
For both their sakes, she should be ignoring all of the ways they worked together as anything other than friends. Instead, she was imagining going back upstairs, taking Polly in her arms, and kissing her awake.
It was with that thought that she realized the pair of them had been more coupley while they were alone than they had been around other people and that was… confusing.
Yes, they’d held hands and stood at an intimate distance with one another in public, they’d said partner and girlfriend, but they held each other while alone, they tangled their legs together while alone, they looked at each other with a million things unsaid while alone. And Sloane couldn’t help but wonder whether Polly’s reaction at being kissed awake might not be all that bad.
Polly had even flirted with her—multiple times—while they were alone.
She turned away from the trees and looked up at her bedroom window, where Polly still lay sleeping. Her mind turned the possibilities over again and again.
Polly was perfection. There was no way they’d be interested in Sloane at the best of times, but surely not after this weekend and seeing her whole horrific family thing and the way her anxiety cut her down and broke her.
And yet… It was after all of that when they’d laid on the bed, Sloane hovering over her, their eyes slightly too wide and slightly too mesmerized to be just friends. And their gaze had slipped down to Sloane’s lips one too many times.
She couldn’t remember a time she’d ever looked at a friend’s lips like that. She couldn’t remember a time anyone had looked at her lips like that without it being followed by a kiss.
But they hadn’t seemed disappointed when Sloane had broken the moment. They’d happily gotten into the conversation about movies and sneaking around to get their pizza.
She groaned. Why did things have to be so complicated? Couldn’t people just say what they were thinking?
She knew it wasn’t that simple, and she knew she was being every bit as difficult by not saying what she was thinking. The possibility of losing Polly, of ruining the friendship they were building, was just too much of a risk to throw all of her feelings out there. Polly was already the best friend she’d ever had, and if that was all that could be between them, Sloane would take it gladly. She was not going to wreck it by wanting more.
A breeze blew through the branches above her and she decided to go in before she caught any more cold than she had done yesterday.
While walking back through the house, she realized she’d never found so few answers out in nature before. It was her go-to when she needed to figure out the world around her. For the first time that wasn’t happening. And while it was frustrating, there was something else there, something more excitement than annoyance, and she really didn’t know what to do with that, even if she knew the cause.
“I don’t know,” she heard Polly groan, dragging out the words. “It’s just… complicated.”
Sloane grimaced, hoping Polly was okay and knowing she shouldn’t eavesdrop.
There was a moment of silence while whoever they were talking to spoke before Polly continued. “More when we’re alone. And that’s— Yes, exactly.”
Sloane desperately wished she knew what it was. She also knew she had to slow down and not let her mind just jump to assuming Polly was talking about the exact thing she’d just been thinking. But it sounded the same. And there was a part of Sloane that knew it made sense for them both to be questioning the odd energy and dynamic between them. Although, without knowing exactly what it was for Polly, she couldn’t do anything about it.
“All right,” Polly said, her tone indicating that the conversation was coming to an end. “Have a great day at work. Sorry about yesterday. I hope today is better.” Another brief pause. “Yes, will do. Thanks, Neet. Bye.”
And then the room was silent but for the sound of Polly moving around on the bed.
Sloane decided to wait a moment before going in. Partly so it wasn’t obvious she’d heard the end of the call, and partly because she was frozen in a state of not knowing what to do.
Rationally, she knew she should just ask Polly what was going on between them. In reality, that was far too terrifying to contemplate. Her mind completely blanked even thinking about it hypothetically. There was no way she’d be able to force the actual words out of her mouth.
Eventually, she forced herself through the door and was greeted with that massive smile of Polly’s, as if seeing Sloane was the best thing that had ever happened to her.
“Hi,” she said, looking dreamy. “Are you doing okay?”
Sloane thought about the question. She wasn’t sure she was doing okay, but in the way they meant it she was so she went with that. “Yeah, sorry. Just woke up and went out to see the trees. Habit, really. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
“Not at all. But I’m glad you’re back.” They snuggled deeper into the bed, watching Sloane intently while biting their lip in a very attractive way. “It’s still early. I wonder if I could get you to… come cuddle me?”
“Uh, yes, sure.” She cleared her throat before stripping off the layers she’d put on to go outside.
Polly looked blissful as Sloane climbed in beside her and was quick to wrap her arms around Sloane, dragging her close in the warm bed. Against her cool skin, the heat was particularly appealing. It was almost like Polly was the fire Sloane was playing with, desperately hoping not to get burned.
When she shuffled down the bed and her sweatshirt rode up a little, Polly’s fingers found her naked back and stayed there. And Sloane was certain she’d take being burned in exchange for this feeling. She didn’t care how much it hurt, that was a problem for future-Sloane. Present-Sloane was exactly where she wanted to be, with exactly who she wanted.
Polly made cute, content noises before saying into Sloane’s chest, “Nureet just called.”
“Oh, yeah?” Sloane replied, more interested in how soft Polly’s voice had become in comparison to when she’d been on the phone.
“Yeah. They were on the craft station yesterday and a kid picked up a bottle of paint in each hand and ran around waving them. There was paint everywhere.”
“Oh no.” Sloane automatically pulled Polly closer as if attempting to protect her from the paint-wielding child. “I bet that was a nightmare to clean.”
“Yeah, but it’s not the first time it’s happened. We have water-soluble paints for that very reason.”
“Ah, yes. Makes sense.”
They hummed happily again. “Did you sleep well? Feeling okay after yesterday?”
“Yes, thank you.” And it was the truth on both counts, even if she wished the subject hadn’t moved on before she’d heard about the rest of Polly’s conversation with Nureet. “A little anxiety hangover, but that’s to be expected.”
“I’m sorry that’s a thing, but I promise I’m here with you no matter what today brings.”
“Thank you,” Sloane said right as her stomach swooped from Polly’s fingers moving to trail up and down her back, under her shirt.
“At least we get to have a nice slow start to the morning today.”
They really weren’t going to mention their fingers on Sloane’s back? Their bodies pressed together?
Sloane had no idea how she was even beginning to follow the conversation, and she was sure Polly must be able to hear her heart pounding in her chest, but apparently, that wasn’t something they were talking about either.
“Yes,” she said, slightly stiff. “Thank goodness most adult parties start in the evening. Although, we will be up earlier for brunch tomorrow.”
Polly shifted slightly so the arm she was lying on moved and her fingers found Sloane’s waist too, her other hand continuing to brush up and down her back, pushing her sweatshirt higher with each rep, and allowing both her hands to be pressed into Sloane’s skin.
Sloane couldn’t find it in herself to worry. In all honesty, she wouldn’t mind both of them losing their shirts and cuddling just like this with their naked chests pressed together.
She was, however, very certain that wasn’t something you did with a friend.
Well, not something she did with a friend, but there was no saying whether this was something Polly did with her friends. Was there a good way to ask if this was something they did with Nureet?
Not wanting to push things too far, but also desperate to feel Polly’s skin, she slowly moved her fingers to the edge of the oversized shirt they were wearing where it was bunched up at the small of their back.
“You don’t have to help with any setup for that, do you?” Polly asked, concern evident in her voice.
“No, thankfully not. It’s at Greer’s in-law’s country club and they take service very seriously there.”
“Oh, I’m glad. I’ve never been to a country club, never really wanted to go, but I’m suddenly very glad they exist.”
Sloane laughed, fighting hard not to choke when her fingers finally found Polly’s skin and it was every bit as perfect as she’d imagined it would be. Smooth and soft and warm and absolutely the best thing Sloane had ever touched.
Polly sighed and immediately wrapped one of her legs up around Sloane’s, signaling that it was more than okay for Sloane to be touching her skin.
That was also the moment Sloane realized that Polly was only wearing the shirt and the panties she’d brushed against the waistband of. She’d been certain they still had pajama pants on, but it was definitely a bare leg wrapped around her and she had no idea how to handle that, or the very graphic images of Polly’s perfect, curvy legs wrapped around her in a whole host of different ways.
Before she could figure out how to reply or how to get her brain to function at all, someone knocked on the bedroom door and Sloane was about ready to throttle them.
“Time to get up, lad— people,” her father’s voice called from outside.
Sloane cringed at his default to ‘ladies’ and his poorly concealed correction, but Polly just snorted lightly into her shoulder. The warm breath that pressed through the fabric and into Sloane’s skin made her shudder and tingle.
“We know you’re awake in there. Come help with breakfast.”
“How can they even hear us?” Polly asked, moving her head to whisper directly into Sloane’s ear, her breath brushing over Sloane’s skin like a teasingly delicious feather that made her ache and want in unfamiliar ways.
“I have no idea,” she managed to get out while resisting the urge to flip Polly over and take them right there.
“We expect you downstairs in five minutes,” her father’s voice called from the stairs, taking with him any notion of having time to do anything to Polly. If a time came where she actually got to be with Polly, her parents walking in was not on her list of desires.
Polly groaned and the sound made Sloane wonder if she could hear her thoughts, but, rather than calling Sloane out, she simply kissed Sloane’s shoulder and dragged herself out of bed, leaving Sloane wondering how the hell that was just friends.
Between the kiss, the throbbing need deep inside of her, and the sight of Polly in a t-shirt that barely covered her butt, Sloane was all but ready to die. She just hoped her parents were ready to make breakfast a wake.



Eighteen
 
 
Polly watched Sloane talk to the event coordinator at L’Oceano, the restaurant Greer and Steve had chosen for their anniversary dinner. Or, that Greer had chosen at least. Polly had spent all of five minutes talking to Steve, but she didn’t get the impression this was his kind of place.
It was an upmarket place with a romantic atmosphere, low lighting, and so many florals and vines growing up the walls that Polly hoped nobody in the party had hayfever. Despite that potential concern, it was a beautiful place. Polly was almost angry at herself for mentally complimenting Greer’s choice, but it was objectively wonderful and any place that could mesmerize Sloane with its florals was a place Polly wanted to be.
She watched Sloane smile and gesture with the coordinator—a tall Indian woman who had told them her pronouns but not her name when they arrived, right before asking for their pronouns. Sloane had looked at Polly and together they had smiled, already loving the woman.
It was the first time she’d really seen Sloane in work mode. She saw Polly at work all the time, most of their friendship had been conducted at Blooms until recently, but now she saw the Sloane they’d always suspected existed. Sloane who was precise and organized. Sloane with vision. And it was a magnificent thing to see.
As Polly followed them to the area that was being cordoned off for Greer’s event, they realized that the fabrics got gradually darker, as if you were walking deeper into the ocean. It was a gorgeous and subtle effect that you only found in places that were paying someone a lot of money to think about every tiny little detail.
“Okay,” the event coordinator said once they were at the right table, already set for around eighteen people. “I’ll leave you to it, but don’t hesitate to text me if there’s anything you need from me.”
“Thanks so much,” Sloane replied with a handshake, and Polly wondered how many deals that energy and handshake had sealed. She would never have guessed watching someone at work could be so seductive, but she’d learned over the last few days there were very few things Sloane did that weren’t seductive.
Polly watched the woman walk away and, as soon as she was out of earshot, they whispered to Sloane, “Did she happen to eventually give you her name if you got her number?”
Sloane squinted at them. “I didn’t get her number, she gave it to me for business purposes. But yes, it’s Shravya, and she seems great at her job, but I think even she might have had enough of Greer at this point.”
“Hence the phone number.”
Sloane nodded exaggeratedly. “Hence the phone number.”
Polly couldn’t help the smirk that crept onto their face at the way Sloane was so against looking like she’d wanted Shravya’s number. She was beautiful and anyone would be lucky to get her number—although anyone getting Sloane’s number was the luckiest person in the world as far as Polly was concerned.
She also really wanted Sloane back in her arms. They weren’t one for getting jealous usually, but they were tactile and very much missing this morning when Sloane had been almost topless in her arms.
And, okay, maybe a teeny, tiny bit wanting to demonstrate that the two of them were here together. Just in case anyone was getting any ideas…
They walked forward and put their hands on Sloane’s waist, pulling her into them slightly. The expression on Sloane’s face and her gulp was absolutely worth the bold move even before her eyes moved to Polly’s lips and the idea of them kissing emblazoned itself on Polly’s brain again.
She cleared her throat before she could give in to the desire to make out with Sloane on top of the very pristine table that honestly looked like it would be great to have sex on.
“The plants,” Sloane said as if barely clinging to reality too.
“Right,” Polly said, not letting her go yet. “The plants.”
Sloane took a deep breath and chewed on her lip for a moment, which was not helping Polly’s resolve.
“We should… bring them in. The plants,” she finally said and Polly stepped back, loving the dazed expression on her face.
“We should,” they agreed.
And so they did. Eighteen individual string of pearls succulents, one for each of the guests. Including the children. Polly knew that had been a last-minute addition and it still made no sense at all, since they also had kid-appropriate gift bags and kids could not care less about minimalist home decor, but what Greer wanted, Greer got.
Sloane had been certain it was about the table aesthetics, which made sense in an it’s Greer way but made no sense in a practical way.
Once those were laid out, they also brought in one of the mini-gardens Sloane had made for her sister as centerpiece decor. It looked beautiful, but it annoyed Polly. Greer was allowed to act the way she did towards Sloane, but was more than willing to put Sloane’s talents on display to suit her own needs? Polly didn’t like it.
As they stood back and admired, they caught sight of the frown on Sloane’s face.
“What’s wrong?” they asked, reaching a hand out for her back.
She pointed at the table. “The seating plan.”
“Huh?” She followed Sloane’s finger to see a place card with her own name on it sat between two names she did not recognize. “Huh.”
“I’m changing it,” Sloane said, determined.
“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Polly asked, amusement in her voice to show they did.
“I’m not spending all night not sitting with you while you’re stuck with two people you don’t know. You’re my girlfriend.”
Polly’s heart felt like it swelled three sizes at the sentiment, the last sentence especially, but also at the idea of Sloane being so ready to face Greer’s ire by changing the seating plan for her. It made her feel important and treasured.
Sloane moved around the table, adjusted a few people, put the two of them together, and then walked back over to Polly, wrapping an arm around her.
“Better,” she said, leaning her head against Polly’s as they both looked at the gorgeous tablescape.
Polly was reminded of their conversation with Nureet early that morning when she’d been at a loss over the fact that she and Sloane were almost more coupley when they were alone. They weren’t sure if this was the same thing.
Ostensibly, it was. Nobody here cared how they knew each other, nobody was watching them be a couple or would report them to Sloane’s family for not being mushy enough with each other. But here they were, acting like absolute girlfriends for an audience of no one. And Polly couldn’t care less. She got to have Sloane as if they were actually together and that was more than okay with her.
Honestly, they knew this would all hurt so much more come Tuesday when things went back to normal between them, but they couldn’t—wouldn’t—give up whatever Sloane was willing to give them now.
They nuzzled their head against Sloane until their face was pressed against her throat, her scent filling Polly’s senses in the most delectable way.
“We should go get ready for the party,” they said the minute Sloane’s shudder at having her there had passed and immediately eliciting another from her as her lips brushed Sloane’s neck.
“We should,” she replied, her voice tight, restrained, and causing Polly to giggle.
She knew she would die if Sloane did this to her. Just the feeling of the very tips of Sloane’s fingers on her back this morning had been the most erotic and amazing thing Polly could remember experiencing, but she couldn’t stop. They weren’t sure exactly where Sloane stood and whether she was dreading going back to just friends on Tuesday too, but she hoped that pushing the friendship boundary so egregiously would at least clue her in.
They stepped back and her breath caught at the expression on Sloane’s face. Surely there was no way she could look like that and not realize Polly was flirting with her on purpose?
On the other hand, every time Sloane did something that could be construed as intentional flirting, Polly was certain she meant it to keep up the ruse, or just in a teasing way to wind them up as a friend. And yes, Nureet had been fairly appalled at the level of flirting Polly had told them about, but they were a biased outsider, too wrapped up in this being a terrible idea. And in the fact that Sloane was hot.
She was hot, but she was also so much more than that and Nureet didn’t know the half of how complicated and amazing Sloane actually was. Nor did they know how much she would probably hate having someone hit on her for real when she was just trying to make it through this weekend alive.
And if that expression was the little bit of joy Polly could give her by so thoroughly distracting her, then so be it.
“You okay there?” she asked, teasingly.
Sloane swallowed multiple times before saying, “Yeah. Never better. Uh… what were we doing?”
Polly laughed. “Going to get ready for the party that will start in about forty-five minutes,” she said, gesturing to the table behind Sloane.
She turned slowly, still looking disoriented, to admire the setup, blinking at it a couple of times before she seemed to finally connect what was happening and where they were. “Oh, right. Yes. Tonight. Greer and Steve.”
“That’s the one.”
“Yeah, we should… get ready.” She shook her head as if to clear it. “Don’t want to get in trouble for being late.”
“We absolutely do not.”
They took Sloane’s hand and led her back through the restaurant to the parking lot where Sloane’s plant-free car was waiting. Her palm was a little too warm and Polly couldn’t tell if the racing pulse she could feel was her own, Sloane’s, or both. Given that Sloane was still walking in somewhat of a daze and Polly knew how they felt, she was willing to bet it was both of them.
“You okay to drive?” they asked when they made it to the car.
Sloane blinked. “Yes, of course. Should I not be?”
Polly smirked. “No, I’m sure you’re great. Just checking because you seemed a little… distracted.”
The pink tinge in Sloane’s cheeks bloomed into a slightly darker shade, like watercolor bleeding through the strands of a high-quality paper. It was almost hypnotic to watch. A small part of Polly’s brain started cataloging things she could say to Sloane to get that response again in the future.
“I’m good,” Sloane said. “Just think about… the hotel.”
“Ah, right,” they agreed, turning towards the passenger door.
As they looked back at Sloane, who had clearly watched her walk away, she fumbled quickly for the key and unlocked the vehicle, letting them both climb inside.
After a moment of driving, Sloane’s mind appeared to have refocused and she said, “At least it’s an evening party so we only have to pay for one night.”
“We can split the cost, you know? It’s not a big deal.”
When they’d realized that Greer had expected them in the city, sorting out the restaurant only an hour before the party was supposed to start, when there was a thirty-minute drive between Sloane’s parents’ and L’Oceano, Sloane had insisted on booking a hotel for the two of them. She was distinctly against moving plants in their outfits for the dinner—Polly was sure that was because of the criticism they would get for doing such a thing, and how they would never live it down if either of them got soil on their clothes—and she didn’t want them having to get changed in a restaurant bathroom or the car.
Polly suspected there was also an element of loving having an excuse to not stay at her parents’ house for one night. But they weren’t going to complain about that either.
“Oh, no,” Sloane said quickly. “I didn’t mean because of that. I would have paid for the whole week. I just meant that if it were earlier in the day, we’d have had to book last night too and, while my parents might let one night slide, I think they would have had something to say about not staying at their place on multiple nights.”
Polly was absolutely certain they would have. They were very much the kinds of people it was hard to please. She was once again thankful that her own mother was much more easygoing.
They pulled into the Waltone Hotel only minutes after leaving the restaurant and Polly decided it suited its name because large sections of the place featured dark walnut wood—sleek and modern and sophisticated, and sounding a little like Waltone. But she was somewhat surprised by Sloane’s choice.
“They had a last-minute deal on,” she said when she caught Polly watching her, which caused them to laugh in understanding and at the shy little expression on Sloane’s face.
“Sounds great,” Polly said, jumping out of the car to be greeted by a member of staff.
While the whole weekend was them pretending to be a couple for her family and they had been even more coupley alone together, there was something about the casual way Sloane’s hand found the small of her back as they walked through the hotel lobby, something about being together in public like this, checking into a hotel together as if they were the kind of couple who did this all the time. It made Polly positively giddy and almost caused her to miss the adorable flirting happening behind the check-in desk.
Harley and Piper wore matching uniforms and name badges and were both oblivious to Polly and Sloane approaching them as they leaned towards each other on the counter, so close they were almost kissing, and talked in soft, seductive voices.
Polly looked at Sloane when they had stood there for a moment and still not been noticed and saw the soft pink glow on her cheeks was back. They couldn’t help but wonder whether it was because the adorable flirting before them reminded her of the two of them, just as it did Polly, but they were elated to see the blush was back, whatever the reason.
Sloane cleared her throat and the pair jumped apart as if they’d been electrified.
“We’re so sorry to interrupt,” she said, her use of ‘we’ turning Polly’s insides to absolute goo and causing them to lean a little closer into Sloane’s side.
Harley fussed with her outfit and her seat moving into a more appropriate position for work, shaking her head in agreement as Piper insisted it was no interruption at all and they were here to help and make sure the two had a wonderful stay at the Waltone.
Polly ran her fingers over the dark wood of the counter while Sloane handled check-in, attempting not to melt any further at having someone do that for her. She was perfectly capable of handling herself, but it was nice to have someone else beside her, someone who thought about the both of them, who held them into her side with a secure arm while they got checked into their room.
As Piper handed the keycard over and gave them directions, Polly realized she’d have guessed Piper might not be straight simply from this interaction. She didn’t bat an eyelid at how they were wrapped up together, she didn’t ask if they were sisters or besties or any of the other mental gymnastics people performed to ignore what was clearly a sapphic couple before them, and she didn’t ask if they needed a room with two beds.
All of it just made Polly happy. Completely at peace and like they belonged for the first time in Rock Falls.
They were also certain Sloane’s more relaxed energy had a part in that, and they were doubly glad they had tonight in this place. Even with the incessant tingly that filled her stomach as the pair entered the elevator to head to their room and neither they nor Sloane let go of the hold they had on one another.
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Maybe a hotel room with Polly had been a mistake. Not a bad mistake, just one that was going to haunt Sloane until her dying day.
The pair of them had been acting so much like a couple this weekend that she hadn’t anticipated it could get worse, but then Polly had talked into her neck and turned her on enough to forget where they were, and Sloane’s hand had found itself on Polly’s lower back as they walked into the hotel and winding around her waist as they talked to the adorable couple at reception, and Polly had been watching Sloane like she was the best thing they’d ever seen, and all of it was so much.
Polly had hung her dress on the wardrobe door and was currently fishing it out of the bag, and all Sloane could think about was how it matched her own outfit and how gorgeous they were going to look in it, especially pressed up against Sloane’s side as they had been in the elevator.
She’d never checked into a hotel with a partner before, but it felt special and magical and like it was something they were meant to do for the rest of time. That they would always lead each other up to hotel rooms and…
And Sloane really should not be following that train of thought anywhere.
They only had half an hour until the party was due to start, so Sloane attempted to focus on getting herself ready and not thinking about the soft perfection that was Polly Stanwick.
For all of two minutes, she was doing a great job. Then Polly unzipped her jeans and wiggled out of them, dropping them to the floor with the most arousing sound jeans had ever made. Their shirt followed the pants and Sloane was left alone with Polly in just their underwear, cursing not still having access to two bathrooms and wondering how the hell she was supposed to feel nothing.
She kept her eyes down on her own things, but every sound of Polly’s clothing, every little move they made was a bow over the violin strings of Sloane’s nerves. Even once she knew the dress was on, she was wound so tight she feared she might snap.
“Can you do me up?” Polly’s voice called, full of far too much innocence for her not to know exactly what she was doing to Sloane, and Sloane had no idea what to do with that. Especially when she looked up and Polly was looking at her over their shoulder, her back on full display through the open zipper.
For a brief moment, Sloane considered falling to her knees and begging mercy, pleading the answer to what on earth was going on between them. How was she supposed to go back to seeing Polly at Blooms, fully dressed and proper, and not have her heart shattered into a million pieces?
Instead, she grunted and crossed the room to pull the zip up.
She’d seen enough rom-coms to know not to linger, not to caress her back, no matter how tempting. Her fingers, however, were less than inclined to cooperate. They ached to be back on Polly’s skin. This morning had been the barest hint of heaven and she wanted more.
“All set,” she said, her voice huskier than she’d intended once the dress was closed. “You look beautiful.”
She hadn’t intended to say it, it had just come out, but it was the truth and Polly deserved to hear it.
They spun on the spot, the dress flaring out wonderfully, before giggling as they came to a stop facing Sloane.
“And I haven’t even done my hair or makeup yet,” they said, eyes sparkling.
“Well,” she replied, shifting her weight between her feet, “you’ll look even more beautiful then.”
She was right.
Twenty minutes later, Polly stepped out of the bathroom with the most enviable winged eyeliner Sloane had ever seen drawn over shimmery gold eyeshadow. Her gorgeous auburn hair cascaded over one shoulder, held in place with an intricately floral hair comb at the back of her head.
They were the most beautiful thing Sloane had ever seen. She felt like a cartoon character with her jaw on the floor and she took them in. Just an absolute vision of loveliness.
“Wow,” she breathed, standing up from the chair she’d sat in after putting on her suit and styling her short hair into a sweeping quiff.
“You too,” Polly replied, their eyes dragging over Sloane’s body again and again, taking every inch of her in.
Before this, Sloane had never enjoyed being looked at like that. It always felt like whoever did it wanted more from her than she was willing to give, but this was completely different.
Polly’s eyes on her made her blush, but she loved it. She wanted Polly to see her, to drink in every inch of her, to take whatever she wanted from Sloane. And that was entirely new. It had taken until she was thirty years old, but Sloane Abbott finally understood exactly what sexual attraction felt like.
Not to mention every other kind of attraction you could feel for a person. But, instead of acting on that, she was about to go back down the street and play pretend with Polly and her whole family.
Why did she never just do things the simple way?
When she’d moved to her cottage with her plants, that was supposed to be simple. She was running away from everything her parents had told her she was supposed to want. It was going to be hers alone and it was going to be straightforward. It was not going to bring her the most beautiful person in existence and teach her what sexual attraction actually was.
But here she was.
“Shall we?” Polly asked with a smile, gesturing to the door, apparently entirely unaware of the revelation she was the catalyst for.
“Absolutely.” She was too eager. She’d never been this eager to get to any of Greer’s events. It was all Polly’s fault and Sloane was not the least bit angry about it.
As they stood in the elevator on the way back to the lobby, Sloane wondered how much she could get away with. She watched them tick by seven floors before she reached out her arm, faux-confidence guiding her, and wrapped it around Polly.
She had been prepared for Polly to be neutral or to say no and step back, either of which would have been completely acceptable. She had not been prepared for them to immediately wrap their own arm around her shoulders, slot into her side, and sigh happily. She really had no idea what the hell was going on.
They stepped out into the marble-floored lobby—Polly’s heels and her dress shoes clicking on the pristine floor—without having said a word to each other since they’d left their room. Sloane was certain they’d been communicating, but it was not verbally and that just made things even more confusing than they already were.
Across the foyer, they spotted Harley and Piper at reception, once again oblivious to the rest of the world. They looked, Sloane thought, how she felt when she was around Polly.
The pair were throwing something small at each other—popcorn or paper balls. Something that would get them in trouble with management, Sloane was sure. And they looked blissfully happy.
“I hope they’re together,” Polly whispered, pulling the thought straight out of Sloane’s head in a way she was beginning to think only Polly could. “They seem so besotted with one another. The rest of the world could disappear around them and it wouldn’t matter because they’d still have each other, and as long as that’s true, everything would be okay.”
“I hope so too,” she replied, surprised by the lump that was forming in her throat.
Never before had she gotten emotional about two women flirting in a hotel lobby, but the way Polly described it—and the desperate way Sloane wanted her—was doing something to her.
“It’s really amazing when people find the person who makes them happier than they ever thought they could be,” they said, resting her head on Sloane’s shoulder as they walked.
“It is,” she agreed, understanding that this conversation was weighted in a way it shouldn’t be. Or couldn’t be, at least. Or… maybe it could and Sloane just wasn’t ready to take the leap, to risk the friendship they’d been building and her heart in one fell swoop.
The valet brought the car around and Sloane thought about how odd and fancy that felt to her. It was a Rav4. She always thought that luxury cars were the ones that got pulled up to the front of hotels like this, and she loved her car, but she wasn’t really a luxury vehicle kind of woman. Her car was spacious and sturdy and, half of the time, her best friend. It got her through snowstorms and rocky terrain and protected her plants in transit. And now it was pulling up with a valet in the front seat, ready to whisk her and Polly off to her sister’s fancy dinner?
For one wild moment, she felt like a lesbian James Bond.
She laughed at herself causing Polly to look at her, eyebrows raised in question.
With her head, she gestured towards the car, silently communicating that she’d tell Polly when they were alone again, and resolutely not dwelling on the way they could communicate so effectively without words.
The eager excitement to hear what was funny that lit Polly’s face when Sloane joined her in the car drove out any antsy feelings about it and made her glad she got to watch all of her expressions.
“I was feeling like a lesbian James Bond,” she said as she pulled away from the hotel.
“Huh,” Polly replied, assessing. “Great suit, talented, gorgeous… Yeah, I can see it.”
That was not the response she’d been expecting and she had no idea what to do with the compliments. Her hands gripped the wheel a little tighter as she drove. “That’s not what I meant.”
“It’s what I meant,” they countered, making it clear it was not up for debate.
“I just meant because there was a valet with the car and we were in a fancy place, going to another fancy place. But this is a Rav, not like a… whatever Bond drives.”
“Aston Martin, I think.”
Sloane looked at her quickly in surprise. “How do you know that?”
“It’s general knowledge, is it not?”
She laughed. “I don’t know. Is it?”
“Pretty sure I learned it during a trivia game once, yeah. I’ve never even seen the movies, so it’s not that.”
“You heard it during trivia and just remembered it on the off-chance someone mentioned James Bond again in the future?”
Polly looked at her and laughed. “I didn’t remember it on purpose. It’s just one of those random things you remember.”
Sloane was skeptical but kept her eyes on the road as they approached L’Oceano again. “You know all that does is make me wonder what other pieces of random knowledge you’ve got saved away in that brilliant mind?”
They reached over the center console and patted Sloane’s knee faux-sympathetically. “Stick around long enough and I’m sure you’ll find out.”
Lost in a sea of Polly’s hand on her knee and yearning, she replied without thinking, “You want to be careful saying things like that. You’ll end up stuck with me.”
Polly waited to reply, choosing the exact moment Sloane pulled into the parking lot and was forced to concentrate on getting into an open slot to say, “Maybe that’s what I’m hoping for.”
She couldn’t decide if she was thankful or not for the timing. On the one hand, she was forgiven for not having a witty comeback ready to go, rather than the actual fact that she just didn’t know how to respond because she had no idea how serious a comment it was. On the other, the slightly wistful tone and hushed voice made her wish she could be looking at Polly, reading every emotion that crossed her face to determine if she was joking or not.
As it was, she waited to be parked and, as she got out of the car muttered, “You can do so much better than me.”
With no idea whether Polly heard and her family mere meters away, she hoped that was the end of the conversation for the time being. The pair of them had to go play convincing girlfriends, not dance around each other all night being awkward and hopeless… whatever they were.
Polly met her at the front of the car, a smile back in place and her hand reaching out to hold Sloane’s, so she figured that whether Polly heard or not, she knew they had a task to accomplish now. And she was every bit as ready to do that as Sloane.
They walked into L’Oceano together, looking, Sloane was certain, like any other enamored couple. She wondered briefly whether she might actually be in love with Polly. They had certainly known each other long enough to be. And this weekend had been like an accelerated course in falling in love… But, when she worried her palms were about to start sweating, she shut that thought behind a door in her mind to be revisited at a later date when she was alone.
“Did you notice the fabrics get darker the further back you go?” Polly leaned in to whisper in Sloane’s ear as they walked through the restaurant that had filled up quite significantly in the last forty-five minutes. “It’s like we’re getting deeper into the ocean.”
She looked around, purposefully paying attention to the seats surrounding the perfectly appointed tables. Earlier, she’d been so distracted by Greer’s orders, and the way Polly demanded her attention without even trying, that she absolutely had not noticed that. She loved that Polly had. She loved the way they had an eye for detail in all things. The thought occurred that Polly’s apartment must be a design haven.
They reached the area set up for Greer and Steve, which Sloane now realized had the darkest upholstery. She hoped desperately that there wasn’t some awful metaphor in there about how tonight was going to feel like she was drowning in the wild, open ocean.
It didn’t bode well when her mother did a weirdly elaborate sweep across the room, her dress trailing behind her like murderous tendrils, to stand directly in front of her. The move and the ambiguous expression gave Sloane enough cause to spend the two seconds before her mom spoke thinking through all the things that could have gone wrong, all the things she could have done to ruin Greer’s special day.
Luckily, her mom smiled and Sloane remembered how to swallow.
“The plants look lovely, Sloane, and you did a good job getting them here on time,” she said, causing Polly to purse her lips very slightly, just catching the corner of Sloane’s eye.
“Thanks, Mom,” she replied, wondering about Polly’s subtly unhappy expression. She doubted anyone else would even notice it, but Sloane had.
“Nice of you to remember to do your part.” And with that cutting remark, Janet Abbott was off to go circle other guests with that oddly sentient-looking dress.
“What is it?” she asked Polly carefully, keeping their fingers twined together as she wrapped their arms around her back and pulled her in close.
They looked up into Sloane’s face, a very slightly perplexed expression breaking through and Sloane knew it was because she couldn’t believe Sloane had read them so easily.
“Nothing really,” she said, shaking her head. “Just thinking about how your mother does this thing that makes even compliments sound patronizing.”
That was a thing she did for sure.
“Oh, well, give it a minute and you’ll get to watch her give a speech about Greer, and then you can see what she looks like sincere.”
They scoffed lightly. “I’ve already seen enough of that and I’ve had all of one meal with the pair of them. Your mother is aware she isn’t required to suck up to her own daughter, right?”
“Good question. I have absolutely no idea whether she does or not. I mean, she knows in general, as evidenced by her more throw you under the bus while damning you with faint praise approach to me. But specifically with Greer? I have no idea if that message ever got delivered.”
Polly opened her mouth to reply and Sloane was vaguely aware how close together they were standing before a loud squeal broke the moment and brought the pair of them crashing back down to earth.
“My favorite cousin,” Mabel squealed again as she directed her wheelchair over towards Sloane and Polly. “And the new Mrs. Plants.”
Sloane could have died at the address but she knew it was really only because she also wanted Polly to be Mrs. Plants. And Polly did not seem at all concerned by the nickname either, laughing and greeting Mabel with enthusiasm as they handled introductions without requiring Sloane’s input at all. However, when Mabel moved in for a hug, Sloane snapped out of the blissful Polly and Mabel getting along bubble to lean in for a hug with her favorite cousin.
“Oh my god. I can’t believe you brought her to the lion’s den,” Mabel said as they split apart from the hug and she gestured to Polly.
“They’re strong,” Sloane said, smiling at Polly with far more pride than she was entitled to. She really, really loved showing them off and it could not be healthy. “They can handle it.”
“Ah, nonbinary?” she asked, looking at Polly with a grin.
“Yeah, she/her or they/them. Preferably a mix of both, but either is fine,” Polly replied, looking absolutely delighted at meeting Mabel.
Sloane had told her about the one cousin she could stand and she figured Polly had very quickly figured out that this was the cousin in question.
“Cool, cool,” Mabel replied. “Just she/her for me, but I’m sure the family is having an especially grand old time with the multiple pronouns thing.”
All three of them grimaced knowingly at the same time.
“It’s been…” Polly searched for the word to encapsulate this weekend and Sloane watched her eagerly, unreasonably invested in what they’d choose to go with. Not because she was worried about the assessment, just because she loved how Polly’s mind worked and was eager for every insight she could get. It took a minute, where Sloane and Mabel grew increasingly amused, before Polly settled on, “Not as bad as it could be.”
Mabel laughed. “You’re almost as polite as Sloane here. The family is like a flaming pile of crap. Let’s call it like it is. And they’ve been shit about Sloane being gay.”
“It’s not been that bad…” she began automatically before Mabel silenced her with a look. She didn’t know why she even tried that stuff around her.
“Sloane, I love you, but call a spade a spade. It’s been shit. And then you waltz in during Greer’s special weekend with your ridiculously gorgeous nonbinary partner, being so cute and so coupley and looking the happiest I’ve ever seen you, and you think I’m going to believe they’ve not been asses all weekend. No way.” She rolled her eyes so exaggeratedly that Polly laughed.
Sloane would have too if her mind hadn't been working so furiously over the allegation that she was the happiest she’d ever been.
Honestly, that was how she felt. Having Polly by her side made her happy beyond belief. She just hadn’t anticipated that anyone would pick up on it, or that it would be so obvious in just two minutes with Mabel. After all, Sloane knew it wasn’t real. But she was happier than she could remember being, her arm wrapped around Polly, their hand clasped in hers, Polly and Mabel getting along… It really was everything Sloane could have ever wanted.
And because she needed not to be overwhelmed by wanting Polly, she searched quickly for a sarcastic remark to reply with.
“I’m still wondering,” she began, pretending to be thoughtful, loving the way Polly watched her curiously, “when you’re finally going to give up the pretense and come to the dark side. We have the best cookies.”
Mabel snorted. “Is that a euphemism?”
“Might be.”
“I’m not really interested in what you two get up to in the bedroom, thanks.”
“Good, because you’re not invited.”
Polly followed the conversation as if she were watching a fast-paced game of tennis, their head flicking from Sloane to Mabel and back again in rapid succession.
“Thank god for that.”
“I’m serious, though. Where you coming down these days?”
She laughed. “As much as I would love to help save you from being the token gay cousin. I tried it and it didn’t take.”
Sloane’s gaze had drifted to Polly’s face, watching them take in Mabel’s comments, but her head snapped back as the words registered.
“Hold up,” she said, shaking her head as the facts registered and made no sense. “You actually did it? We don’t talk for a couple of weeks and you finally had queer sex?”
“No,” Mabel replied with another eye roll. “We resolutely did not do it. Hence the unsuccessful part.”
“Wow.” Sloane looked at Polly who looked amused, if a little lost, at the conversation and realized she needed to explain. She looked at Mabel who nodded encouragingly. “For years, she’s been questioning and waiting for the right woman to find out. Apparently, the right one came along and was wrong.”
“Yeah. Great on paper. Exactly what my type would be. And then just… nothing. Wasn’t happening. And I was left wondering if that’s what you feel like all the time when you’re feeling zero sexual attraction to people.”
Sloane tensed for one moment before forcing her body to relax.
She hadn't purposefully kept being demi from Polly, she just hadn’t been sure, and Mabel was the only one she’d ever really spoken to about it. Even now, when she was reasonably sure that’s what was going on, it was a little scary to bring up. But Polly just smiled and leaned into Sloane.
“I’m very lucky to be compatible with her sexuality like that,” they told Mabel, but Sloane was very certain it was actually Polly’s way of telling her it was okay that she was demi, that they got it. And, while she appreciated that more than she could say, she was also struck by the truth of Polly’s statement, even if Polly didn’t realize it herself.
“Ugh,” Mabel laughed. “You two are just sickeningly happy, aren’t you? And look, Sloane, even if I’m not your gay cousin, you’re not the only gay in Rock Falls anymore. Mrs. Plants here’s got your back.”
“Not even just us, either,” Polly said. “There’s the most adorable couple working at the hotel we’re staying at tonight. Well, we think they’re a couple. We hope they are.”
They gave Sloane the cutest look and Sloane’s gay heart could barely handle how beautiful they looked, how it felt to have them in her arms, how they were a ‘we’, and how good that felt.
“Zero chance they’re as absolutely fucking adorable as you two are,” Mabel said, looking between the two of them as if confused, which only served to actually confuse Sloane.
It was very obvious to Sloane, to Polly, to probably every single person checking into the Waltone that Harley and Piper were a couple, or should be. If she and Polly were beating even them in the cuteness stakes, what did that mean? Was it simply that they were both much better actors than they thought?
She couldn’t imagine anyone being able to fake the level of interest and intimacy Piper and Harley had no matter how much they tried, and she knew the interest was real on her side, even if she’d tried hard to fight it. Which only left Polly, and whether she was a great actor or… or maybe something else…
Polly was already looking at Sloane intently as she looked back at her. Their gazes held and they stared at each other for several moments that could have been five seconds or five hours and Sloane would neither have noticed nor cared so long as she got Polly with her like this.
As her heartbeat was getting ridiculously excited and erratic, the moment was broken by Mabel calling, “Oh my god. Who is that?”
The fact that she was still there and didn’t seem annoyed told Sloane she had not been gazing at Polly for too long, but there was also no such thing as too long in her book. She could spend forever looking at them and it would never be enough.
However, she dragged her eyes from Polly, as they did the same, and they both turned to see who Mabel was referring to. Handily, she was pointing very unsubtly to a beautiful woman in a fitted blue dress.
“Do you mean Shravya?” Sloane asked, confused.
“You know her? Is she coming to the party?” Mabel’s voice was confusingly eager.
“No. She’s the event coordinator here. But am I missing something?”
“Other than the fact that you don’t seem to realize how gorgeous that woman is, no, I don’t think so.”
Polly laughed into Sloane’s shoulder, making her both weak at the knees and grateful someone appeared to be following the conversation, even if Mabel wasn’t.
“You literally just said you weren’t attracted to women, that it didn’t take. And now you’re lusting after my sister’s very definitely a woman event coordinator?”
Mabel waved a hand before maneuvering her chair to be able to watch Shravya move through the restaurant with purpose. “So what if I am? Attraction is complicated, Sloane. There’s all kinds of different forms and who’s to say how it works?”
Sloane laughed and felt Polly do the same. “Yes, thank you,” she told Mabel. “I’m actually aware of that.”
“Oh, great,” she replied, staring so hard that she could have burned a hole straight through poor Shravya. “You’ll be able to get me an introduction then? Maybe her number.”
Polly looked at her and the pair shared another incredible moment of non-verbal communication, once again making Sloane feel so much closer to them, even as they were both clearly thinking the same thing about Sloane’s possession of Shravya’s phone number and how they absolutely could not mention that.
Sloane smirked, looking back at Mabel. “I can maybe get you an introduction, though be warned, I’ve met her all of once myself. Her number, though? I’m having absolutely nothing to do with you getting. That’s all on you. And also, you might want to try to figure out all your modes of attraction before you chase after a woman it’s unclear whether you can be attracted to. It’s not fair to her otherwise.”
“Yes, Mom,” Mabel said with an over-the-top sigh. “But I promise, she is definitely attracting me.”
She moved away from them slightly to continue following Shravya’s path, and Sloane and Polly looked at one another and laughed. Sapphics were hopeless sometimes. Even when they weren’t sure if they were sapphic yet.
And, with her heart pounding in her chest faster and faster the longer Polly looked at her, Sloane had no choice but to acknowledge she was absolutely one of those hopeless sapphics.
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As Polly had expected, Greer and Steve were the last to arrive. Their grand entrance signaled by Shravya tapping Sloane on the shoulder and handing her a three-year-old who looked like a meringue dream in the floofiest dress Polly had ever seen.
Sloane didn’t seem surprised by Lizzie’s sudden and solo arrival, nor by her dress, but she did seem to have trouble finding a child to hold onto under the dress.
“Hello, Auntie Sloane,” Lizzie said with a massive grin before twisting to look at Polly. “Look, Auntie Polly, I’m a princess today too.”
Polly’s heart felt like it melted and tripled in pace all at the same time. Sloane’s expression, and the way she hugged Lizzie closer, implied she was feeling the exact same thing.
“You are a princess,” Polly told her. “And a very beautiful one at that.”
“Thank you. I wanted to wear my pink princess dress to match yours from yesterday.” She pouted just a little. “But Mommy said I had to wear this one because you shouldn’t wear pink here.”
Polly and Sloane frowned in sync. They both knew they couldn’t complain in front of Lizzie, no matter how much they wanted to. They were also both aware that Sloane’s shirt and Polly’s dress had pink flowers and they hoped those would go unnoticed by the toddler, and that nobody else had shown up in pink.
“Granny,” Lizzie yelled, squirming to get down. She bolted for the person Sloane had identified as Steve’s mother the minute her feet hit the ground. Given everything going on with the dress, her movements looked a little awkward, but she made it to her grandmother in one piece.
“Think we can just steal her?” Polly asked, leaning into Sloane. “And let her go wherever the hell she wants in her pink dress?”
Sloane laughed, wrapping her arms around Polly’s waist and causing their stomach to swoop at how casually and naturally it happened.
“I think we could,” she mused. “But I also think we’d get in a lot of trouble for it.”
Polly sighed and turned her puppy dog eyes on Sloane as she wrapped her arms around Sloane’s neck. “But she’d be so happy, it’d be worth it.”
“Yeah?” she asked, rocking them slowly from side to side, not in time to the music playing in the background. “And she’d plant flowers with us, and do crafts at Blooms, and throw paint somewhere that annoyed Nureet?”
Polly bit her lip and nodded. She knew they weren’t actually going to take Lizzie, but it made her feel like jelly when Sloane described all the things they would do with her. Polly’s mind filled in a million more—making pizzas with smiley vegetable faces in Sloane’s kitchen, watching movies in front of the fire, racing raindrops… It felt perfect and like Polly had been waiting for it all along.
“Hey, Plantses,” Mabel called as the pair of them swayed, their eyes locked on each other.
They both snapped out of the moment and looked around to see Mabel’s very smug face watching them. Sloane had also obviously forgotten where they were too.
“Plantses?” Sloane asked. “Is that even a word?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Mabel said with absolute confidence. “It’s like a last name, so it works. Because, think about it, if I’d shouted ‘Abbotts’, half the people in here would have thought I was talking to them, I don’t know Polly’s last name, and I have no clue which name or names you two will be going with when you inevitably get married.”
“So ‘Plantses’ was the obvious choice.”
“Naturally.”
Polly laughed at the critical expression on Sloane’s face.
“You think Sloane Plants is a good name?” she asked, brow furrowed.
Mabel laughed. “I think it’s a perfectly descriptive name.”
“And you think Polly Plants is good?”
“Sure. They sound like a fairy book character. Which, from the way you watch her, is what you think of her too: magic.”
Sloane blushed and looked down, shaking her head. “Was there something you wanted?”
“Oh, yeah. Time to sit down. Greer’s big entrance is upon us.”
Polly looked around and, sure enough, the other members of the group were taking their seats. It really was far too easy to get lost in space and time when Sloane looked at her like she was magic.
“There’s an empty seat,” Sloane whispered to her when they sat down.
Polly followed her gaze to the other end of the table where there was a single, empty seat. That didn’t seem very Greer. Either she’d murder whoever didn’t show up or she had something planned. They didn’t like the sound of either option
“Who else is coming?” Sloane asked, leaning across the table to Mabel.
She, too, followed Sloane’s gaze and her expression darkened. “You’re not going to like it—” she began but was cut off by Janet hitting her knife against the side of her glass to gather everyone’s attention.
“Thank you all for being here,” she said, standing to address the table. “Phil and I are so proud of our baby girl and her dear husband, Steve, and we’re so glad you could be here to join us tonight to celebrate their five wonderful years together.”
Polly had questions about whether the last five years had been wonderful—five minutes with Greer was honestly too much for them—and whether Janet remembered she had another child. There was an odd reverence when she spoke about Greer that did not come through when she spoke about Sloane and it made their heart ache to think about how long that had been happening, whether Sloane had spent her whole life living in the shadow of Greer.
They reached their hand out for Sloane’s knee under the table. Her hand landed a little higher up her thigh than intended. They brushed down to her knee and tried very hard not to enjoy the way Sloane’s muscles tensed and relaxed under their touch.
Of course Sloane was muscular given her line of work, but Polly hadn’t expected just putting a hand on her thigh to have this much of an effect on her. Nor had she been anticipating Sloane’s expression being quite so delicious.
She smiled slightly as she and Sloane looked away from each other and back to Janet’s gushing about Greer and Steve.
If Polly ever managed to pull off actually getting to be with Sloane, there was zero chance Janet would be giving such a syrupy introduction at their anniversary dinner. Even if they asked her to—which Polly sensed they would not—she doubted Janet would be able to come up with this much stuff to say about Sloane.
There was perhaps a time and place where that would be sad, but in an introduction at a fifth-anniversary dinner, Polly really had to wonder why on earth it was relevant that Greer had won some certificates for swimming as a child? And if this was the speech here, she dreaded to imagine how long and arduous Janet’s speech at their wedding must have been.
Beside them, Sloane shifted slightly and her right arm wrapped around Polly’s back, pressing them closer together, while her left moved across her body to find Polly’s, holding it to her knee.
The closeness, the touches, the warmth… all of it made Polly feel like she was on fire in the best way. A sensation amplified by Sloane leaning into her and whispering, “We might be here for a while. She gave an hour-long speech with a lot of crying at the wedding.”
They moved their head to look at Sloane with wide eyes, originally about the speech, but when they registered how close the move put them, it was more to do with Sloane consuming every part of them. The way she looked back, like she too was forgetting all sense of time and space until all that remained was the two of them in a shower of love and connection and correctness, made Polly feel like she might explode from joy.
At least until someone cleared their throat and abruptly reminded them where they were.
They didn’t let go of each other, but they did look across the table to where Mabel’s stern expression was being severely undermined by smug amusement.
She gestured to her phone and then to Sloane as subtly as she could without inviting the other guests around them into the moment.
When Slone unlocked her phone to check her messages, her fingers on Polly’s waist flexed and she turned bright red. That, and Mabel wiggling her eyebrows when Polly looked back at her, made them sure she’d said something suggestive about the two of them, but it wasn’t like they could say anything to argue. They had just been thinking about doing things with Sloane that you really did not do with people who were just friends.
It turned out the whole fake dating thing was a lot harder to maintain boundaries on than they’d anticipated. But, when Sloane was as amazing as she was, could anyone really blame them?
“Greer and Steve,” Janet practically screamed, causing Polly to jump and look up in time to see her waving an arm dramatically towards the front of the restaurant.
She reminded Polly of a magician’s assistant they’d had in at work once. They were the sweetest person in the world but had the biggest gestures during a performance. Greer and Steve strutting in as if they were on the red carpet, however, was not as cool as the things the magician’s assistant had been pointing to.
Polly and Sloane joined in the applause as the pair took their seats, neither of them missing the look Greer shot Sloane when she realized Sloane had adjusted the seating plan. But, since Sloane didn’t seem too concerned, and Greer was uninclined to make a scene in front of everyone, Polly shrugged it off. It was hardly the end of the world if a couple of people were in different seats. So long as it wasn’t Greer and Steve, they couldn’t see what the problem was.
Any concern—any thought at all other than Sloane—was driven quickly out of their mind when the applause stopped and Sloane’s hands returned to their previous positions on Polly, moving their hand back to her knee, just a little higher up her thigh than it had been before. Polly’s heart ached to know whether it was a coincidence or a deliberate choice.
As Greer and Steve were seated, the group broke into a flurry of waiters bringing drinks and people reading menus.
Polly and Sloane shared a single menu, Polly using her free hand to open it for them, and discussed their options. Sloane’s fingers danced over the back of Polly’s hand on her thigh the entire time and made Polly question whether she could even remember how to eat.
Somehow, they managed to narrow it down to two of the five options they could eat before deciding to order one each and try both.
Mabel snorted from across the table. “You two are so married. Are you sure this isn’t your anniversary dinner?”
“Mabel,” the woman next to her chastised. “Don’t be rude. This is a celebration for Greer and Steve.”
“Sorry, Mom,” Mabel replied, sounding not in the least bit sorry, before rolling her eyes when her mother turned away again.
Sloane buried her face in Polly’s hair to stifle her laugh. Her fingers still dancing over Polly’s were a constant source of electricity zapping straight into their core. The whole thing was like being overloaded with desire and excitement and the constant, nagging questions. What the hell was going on between them?
Although, the nagging was not so incessant that she wanted to ask and run the risk of blowing what they had going on, because if this was all she ever got, she was going to savor every second, every touch, every whisper.
So wrapped up in each other were they, that neither of them noticed the empty chair at the other end of the table being filled. Around them, the hum of conversation faded into the background as they pressed into each other, their own little bubble surrounding them, blocking out the rest of the world as they were lost in each other.
As they’d turned slightly to look more at Sloane, Polly’s hand had slipped further up her delectable thigh. Neither of them moved it or made any effort to adjust. Sloane continued drawing patterns lazily on Polly’s skin, their fingers twisting together, Polly’s thumb caressing Sloane’s thigh through the fabric of her trousers.
It was like a dream Polly had had a million times before. One where they found the person they could never get enough of, and the other person felt the same about them. One where she could put her hand on their thigh in public and it was natural and expected and home.
That was how Sloane felt to her, like home.
She was the place where everything was safe and made sense, even if the rest of the world was scary and dangerous and illogical. And they had the strongest urge to call Nureet and demand they tell her what that meant. As if it were some great mystery they couldn’t figure out.
Even with the unknowns, it was perfect. Right up until the food began arriving and, as the waiter placed a tomato, goat’s cheese, and polenta dish before Polly and a roasted vegetable gnocchi before Sloane, Polly’s eye was caught by the lack of empty chairs.
“Oh, the last guest arrived,” they told Sloane quietly, who tore her eyes from Polly with some effort to look down the table.
The way her face dropped and her color drained immediately told Polly the last guest was not a welcome one as far as Sloane was concerned.
“Fucking hell,” she muttered before turning to Mabel. “What the fuck is David Ellcott doing here?”
Mabel’s eyes went wide and she immediately looked guilty, presumably from not having remembered to warn Sloane after that conversation had been interrupted. “Shit. Sorry. Yeah, I don’t know. Well, not any more than we both know exactly what he’s doing here.”
Polly moved so both her hands were on Sloane’s thigh and stroked with her thumbs gently. She might not know who David Ellcott was, but she knew Sloane, and Sloane’s happiness was of the utmost importance to her.
“I cannot believe we’re still doing this. I’m here with my girlfriend and Greer pulls this? That seat did not have David’s name on it. I might not remember what it said exactly, but I would have noticed if David fucking Ellcott had been there.”
“To be fair,” Mabel said, winding tagliatelle on her fork, “I doubt Greer would have added the ‘fucking’ part. She’s only really interested in him fucking you.”
Sloane shivered in repulsion. “Very funny,” she said sarcastically.
“This is who your sister was trying to get you to come with?” Polly said, attempting to connect the dots.
“Not quite,” Sloane replied, holding them tightly. “That was someone else. This guy is someone they’ve been trying to set me up with for years. My parents even told him I’d go to prom with him. He comes to these events, gets my number from Greer, and then proceeds to text non-stop until I have to change my number.”
“Jesus, Sloane. I’m so sorry.” They wanted to say that they couldn’t stand Sloane’s family or what they did to her, but the sentiment was obvious, and it wasn’t the place to get into all of that. “Could we just sneak out?”
Sloane laughed but the sound was hollow. “I wish.”
“Well, if you need to leave at any point, just let me know. We go together.”
“Thanks,” Sloane said, her eyes burning with intensity. “But let’s definitely not talk about that in front of him. He’d probably want to come.”
Polly knew her expression reflected the disgust on Sloane’s face. “He’s one of those guys. Of course he’s one of those guys.”
“Yep. Of course.”
And that was what Sloane’s family wanted for her? Polly was a nice person, but she was about to superglue their fingers together because she did not like them and they deserved it.



Twenty-One
 
 
It was lucky, Sloane supposed, that she and Polly were both vegetarians. Had they ordered one of the meat dishes on the menu, they might have been given a steak knife and she was feeling murderous.
Of course, she’d never actually do anything, but wow, did she want out of here, out of her family, out of ever having to deal with David Ellcott again.
In her peripheral vision, she was monitoring David and her family, and she knew Polly was doing the same, but they were resolutely acting like they didn’t even know he was there. As if everyone else, except perhaps Mabel, had disappeared from existence.
Yet, even with all of that, Polly was so wonderful and mesmerizing that part of Sloane could only focus on the way they made her feel like jelly and stardust. As though the universe had existed through fourteen billion years just so she could be there with them.
It was a feeling Sloane had never had before—might never have again—so she wasn’t going to let David Ellcott and Greer ruin that for her. She was going to keep a close eye on them though. And maybe not give Greer her phone number when she inevitably had to change it again. Their parents would give it to her, of course, but at least Sloane could have the satisfaction of not being the one to give it to her. There would be no subtly condoning Greer’s actions with an I know you gave my number to a guy I hate and now I had to change it. Again. But here, have my number. Again.
She watched Polly slice through their baked polenta, gathering it onto their fork with a little goat’s cheese and tomato reduction, and wondered whether this might be her first attempt at boundaries with Greer. After thirty years and countless times of Greer pulling shit like this, it was probably massively overdue, but she’d gotten there, and she was a tiny bit proud of herself for even thinking something like that.
Polly moved the food to her mouth and proceeded to thoroughly distract Sloane with the way she moaned around the fork.
Her mouth went dry as they closed their eyes in a blissed-out state, savoring the flavors as they mixed together in her mouth. It was the best thing Sloane had ever seen in a restaurant.
“Oh my gosh,” they said after swallowing. “This is so good, you have to try it.”
She would have helped herself since they had agreed to share the two meals like the married couple they apparently were. However, she was more than happy to sit back and let Polly do it for her when they started slicing and scooping as they had just done for themselves before holding out the fork for Sloane to taste.
A small part of her mind knew she should be going along with the action for the sake of looking like a couple. A bigger part of her wanted to go along with it because it felt like something they would do as a couple, it felt as though they were a couple. When it came down to it, Sloane couldn’t care less if anyone else was watching and seeing them as a couple, all that mattered was that she wanted this.
The moment was perfect and, just as Polly’s expression had promised, so was the food. It was somehow both rich and light, creamy and tangy; it melted on Sloane’s tongue. And it was Polly feeding it to her.
She wondered whether she had died and gone to paradise because all of this was perfect. But then she remembered David Ellcott was here. No version of paradise existed for her with him there, or with Greer and her parents playing their bullshit games.
Polly and such divine food, however, could call her to paradise any time they wanted and she would go willingly.
“I have to say,” Mabel said, a few moments later as everyone was making headway on their food, “you’re handling this better than I would.”
Sloane laughed, but she knew from the way Polly looked at her that it was a somewhat bitter sound. “We do what we can.”
Mabel rolled her eyes. “Can we spear Greer with a poker?”
“Ugh. Don’t tempt me,” Polly said emphatically, and Sloane felt like she’d been dropped into a warm bath.
“Thank you, sweetheart,” she said, kissing her shoulder and realizing as her lips pressed into soft, warm skin that the dress being off-the-shoulder meant she probably shouldn’t have done that. And she had no idea where the pet name had come from. It rolled off her tongue effortlessly.
Polly didn’t seem to mind though.
They turned back to Sloane and smiled, a terribly attractive pink glow across their cheeks.
“Honestly,” Mabel said, watching the pair of them, “this is probably the best revenge you could have chosen and you’re not even trying.”
“How do you mean?” Polly asked.
Mabel raised her eyebrows as if the question didn’t need asking and Sloane had an idea where she was going.
“Well,” she said, grinning. “You two are here just being absolutely and completely in love, oblivious to the rest of the world because you’re so wrapped up in each other, and basically just putting every other couple in here to shame. If Greer and Janet are seeing this and still trying to set Sloane up with David Ellcott, that’s on them.”
Polly looked at Sloane for a moment, a twinge of uncertainty taking over her expression and making Sloane worry.
“It’s just…” they hesitated, looked back at Mabel, and rushed to get the words out before quickly scooping more food into their mouth. “We’re just acting how it feels natural to with each other.”
“I know,” Mabel laughed. “And that’s why it’s amazing. You two are clearly ridiculously happy and in love with each other, and they’re trying this? They’re the absolute fools who need to get with the program.”
And while she was right about their family needing to catch up with the twenty-first century and with the child they had, rather than the copy-pasted Greer they wished they’d gotten, Sloane was much more preoccupied with Polly’s words.
Her nervousness, her rush, the way she couldn’t quite look at Sloane again—it all felt like it was stemming from a place of truth. As though Polly really was just acting the way she wanted to with Sloane. As if it made sense to flirt and touch and retreat to their own little bubble.
And Sloane might be able to ignore or excuse a whole host of things as just being part of the act, but that one? That one felt real. And, if it was, did that mean she was supposed to act on it? Was this whole weekend actually real and they wouldn’t go back to living separate lives and being just friends again?
 
◆◆◆
 
Sloane stood at the bar, watching Polly from across the room. She didn’t understand how every person’s eyes weren’t drawn to them automatically. The way she moved, the way her hair shone in the low, romantic lighting, the way her laughter lit up the space like the sun coming out… She was perfection. Absolute perfection. And somehow, maybe, she might be kind of interested in Sloane too?
“A seltzer water with lime and an orange juice, please,” she told the bartender.
She and Polly had both had wine with dinner, but when Sloane had switched off the alcohol because she was driving, Polly had done so too. She had no idea how to ask whether that was a personal choice or a solidarity thing, but she enjoyed it either way.
Polly laughed again across the room and it felt like a fire being stoked in Sloane’s stomach. She’d been at the bar for all of ten minutes and Polly had already befriended some of Steve’s relatives Sloane couldn’t remember Greer ever introducing her to. And if that wasn’t a good representation of her sister and her girlfriend, she didn’t know what was.
It took her a second before she realized she was referring to Polly as her girlfriend in her mind and that was potentially problematic. However, she only had a minute to stress about it before she was interrupted by a voice that was definitely problematic.
“Hey, babe. Fancy getting some coffee later?”
She sighed heavily before turning slowly to look at David Ellcott.
Close up, he was exactly as she remembered, down to the very slightly too much cologne, so it was headache-inducing to be too close to him.
“Hello, David,” she said, terse.
“Ah, Sloane, come on. You know you can call me Dave.”
She did know that. He said it every single time they met. She also knew it signaled a level of intimacy with him that she did not want. “David is fine. We don’t know each other that well.”
“But we could. Which brings me back to my question. Coffee, later?”
“Absolutely not.”
It was a line he’d tried before—a whole act he’d tried before—and she knew coffee didn’t really mean coffee, but even if it had, she had zero interest in getting coffee or anything else with him.
“Come on, Sloane. You just need to give me a chance. It’s been years and you’re still giving me the runaround.”
“I’m not giving you anything. I’ve been very clear over the years that I’m not interested, so why are you here?”
“Your sister called me, said you were dying to see me. Which I get. It has been too long, Sloane. And then your mom called me and pointed out that since we attended the wedding together, we should attend the anniversary dinner together. It’s what everyone wants to see.”
Except me, Sloane thought.
She hadn’t even wanted to go to the wedding with him. She’d planned to go alone and then somehow ended up with David foisted on her, following her around the whole day like some kind of leashed puppy. 
“I really wasn’t expecting to see you,” she said. Her emotions were waging a war inside her. She unequivocally wanted to tell him to get lost, but she always felt terrible being rude to people, and she knew her family expected her to keep the peace. Well, they expected her to just go along with David and not make a scene. Just do what they wanted until she’d managed to go along into an unhappy marriage and a couple of kids.
Too many sessions with her therapist had addressed this situation, but it was Polly’s presence and the experience of a relationship she actually wanted that seemed to push her over the edge of being able to say no.
“Yes, I can see that,” David said, gesturing over her shoulder vaguely. “You brought a friend.”
She frowned at that term again. Mabel had been clear that the pair of them were absolutely not giving friend vibes. How had he looked down the table at the two of them and decided they weren’t together?
“Not a friend. I brought my partner,”
“Oh, your mom didn’t mention you have a new partner in your little business.”
There were so many words there that made her want to punch him or hunt down a steak knife, it was ridiculous.
“Not a business partner. A romantic partner. Polly is my girlfriend.”
He laughed as if hearing a hilarious joke.
Sloane was contemplating violence more and more seriously by the second.
When his laughter finally wheezed to an end, he said, “You’re funny Sloane. You know you and me are endgame.”
“You and I,” she corrected. She wouldn’t usually pull someone up on that, but it was him.
He waved her off. “Whatever. It’s us, and I can only assume you’re playing a joke based on what happened to my favorite presenter recently.”
Sloane looked at him as he laughed some more and gestured that she had no idea what he was talking about.
“You don’t need to play ignorant. A couple of lesbians wrecked his YouTube broadcast and tried to take him down for building his business and being smart. Women are always being ridiculous and emotional. Upset when they don’t get their own way. They go after successful men just because they’re jealous.”
She was simultaneously lost for words and convinced she was choking on all the things she wanted to yell at him. She was also very sure that the two women in question weren’t even lesbians now that she’d placed what he was talking about. They were bi. The fact that he was a fan of such a sleazy dude was perhaps the least surprising thing she’d ever learned about him.
“And besides,” he continued, requiring very little conversational input from Sloane, “if you were actually dating her, I’d have seen you kissing, and, believe me, I would not have missed that.”
“Gross,” she said at his tone, but the idea of kissing Polly stuck with her.
She wasn't going to kiss her to prove something to him, but they had basically done everything but kissing at dinner and it was what she wanted. The need had been building up the whole time she’d known Polly and had been amplified over the last week, especially this weekend when they had been so very coupley and perfect and she could all but taste Polly’s perfect pink lips on hers.
David kept talking but she tuned him out, turning to watch Polly again across the room. They were so alive and happy and whole and good and Sloane wanted them more than anything.
She’d been holding back, but did she need to? They’d both been giving signs that they were interested, she was fairly sure. And there were all the ways they fit together, all the ways they made sense, all the ways they could work.
Without saying anything to David, she started moving across the restaurant towards Polly as if magnetized.
When she was halfway between the bar and Polly, they noticed her and registered the expression on her face. Their mouth formed a small, silent oh as they watched Sloane walk purposefully towards them before excusing themself from the conversation and moving to meet Sloane.
When they met, they fell into one another like it was the only thing in the world that made sense. Their arms wrapped around each other, they pressed into one another, and they smiled, Polly blinking as though Sloane were the brightest, most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.
It took a moment for Sloane to muster the courage to ask what she suspected she’d wanted for months. “Can I kiss you?”
Polly’s smile grew impossibly. “Yes, please,” they whispered, leaning in closer.
Sloane moved too, automatically, naturally, and then her lips were on Polly’s, soft at first—gentle, questioning, hopeful—before they both pressed forward.
Her eyes fluttered closed and all she could sense was Polly. She kissed her like the world was ending, like she’d waited every single second as long as she had for this moment.
And Polly kissed her back and it was real and magical and everything.
And she had absolutely no idea what they were doing with the fake part of their relationship after this, but she couldn’t feel anything except how perfect it was when Polly held her and kissed her like this. And she never wanted it to end.



Twenty-Two
 
 
“Sloane,” Polly sighed against her lips when they pulled apart, and she felt the shiver her whisper sent through Sloane. It was incredible to experience and to discover she could have that effect on her.
They’d seen little hints of Sloane maybe being interested, but they’d never believed it could really be something like this, that they could have something so good, or that they would have that kind of effect on someone as incredible as Sloane.
Sloane hummed and brought their lips back together again, this time with light, teasing kisses that left Polly aching for more.
It was honestly unfair that on top of every other way Sloane was amazing, she was also a superb kisser, but somehow, she couldn’t quite find it in herself to be angry about it. The only thing she really felt was desire for Sloane and more of her.
A throat cleared beside them and they both groaned in frustration as they pulled apart, looking to see Mabel amused and shaking her head at them.
“Hello, Mabel,” Sloane said, her voice tinged with annoyance at her favorite cousin. “Can we help you?”
Mabel laughed. “I mean, as far as I’m concerned, you can do what you want. I’ll be too busy watching that gorgeous events coordinator. But for the sake of not having your family watch you have sex with your girlfriend, you might want to find a more private location for this little make-out sesh.”
Sloane looked around as if just realizing where they were and that there were several members of her family either deliberately not looking at them or scowling. Rather than being annoyed, she simply grinned, and Polly couldn’t help smiling too.
It might have been a terrible introduction to most of these people, but the only person whose opinion they really cared about was Sloane’s, and she seemed delighted.
“I suppose you’re right,” she said, disengaging from Polly, but not before they ran a hand down her side, sending a very sexy shiver through her.
“I’m definitely right,” Mabel replied. “From your comments earlier, I have deduced that exhibitionism isn’t your thing. Exhibitionism in front of your family and your sister’s in-laws should be absolutely no one’s thing. And I know you’re sensible, Sloane. Mostly.”
Sloane rolled her eyes as Polly noticed everyone else resuming their conversation, no longer concerned with what the two of them might do.
They understood it made sense, but she was very slightly upset that they’d been interrupted before they could figure out where it might go.
“Now,” Mabel told them after a minute, looking them over. “I’d recommend you two heading to the restroom to tidy yourselves up a bit and then rejoining the group, just thrilled to be celebrating Greer’s anniversary.”
“Yes, Mom,” Sloane laughed, echoing Mabel’s tone from earlier, as Polly took her hand and led the two of them off towards the bathroom.
Those kisses and what they had promised were still bouncing around in Polly’s mind and they wanted more. They weren’t sure they would ever reach a limit on enough kisses from Sloane. Especially if she kissed like that every time.
She felt Sloane’s eyes on her as they walked through the restaurant but neither of them spoke, even once they were in the restroom—the kind that felt like a tropical retreat—and both were washing their hands just for something to do.
The only other person in the room left and their eyes met in the mirror.
Sloane’s expression was something similar to what it had been when Polly caught her walking across the restaurant before they kissed—hungry in a way no restaurant could satisfy. It set Polly aflutter just as it had before, making her heart race and leaving her whole body wanting.
She knew they were going to kiss again before it happened. It was inevitable. And, when their lips met again it was like breathing, like Sloane’s lips were everything she needed to survive.
They walked Sloane backward to the wall of the overly luxurious bathroom, pausing only briefly to flick the lock on the main door. Mabel had been right about the exhibitionism thing after all.
When her back hit the wall, Sloane let out a needy little whimper that felt like a switch for Polly, instantly making her wet.
They basked in Sloane kissing them, her hands slowly working their way down their back, while Polly’s own hands moved slowly from Sloane’s hips to the place her shirt was tucked into her pants.
She ran a finger along the waistband for a moment until Sloane was nodding furiously into the kiss and she slowly pulled up, releasing the shirt.
The first touch of Sloane’s skin was even better than it had been in bed. This time, there was clear intent, no ambiguity, no quest for plausible deniability. They both knew exactly what they were doing and they both wanted it.
Sloane’s hands moved down over the skirt of her dress, slowly pulling so it bunched up, rising higher and higher with every movement of her fingers. The movement set Polly’s heart racing and amplified her already monumental desire to have Sloane’s fingers on her. Polly could imagine how good she’d be.
As they shivered at Sloane’s ministrations, Polly’s fingers worked as far up Sloane’s muscular stomach as they could go with her shirt caught between her back and the wall. Instead of moving back to release Sloane from the dark wall, Polly moved their fingers to unbutton her shirt.
She pulled back slightly to watch the wide-eyed, pleading expression on Sloane’s face as Polly got closer and closer to her boobs and the last few buttons on her shirt.
When they got the shirt entirely undone, Sloane had become so distracted that she’d paused in her own actions and was simply gripping Polly’s skirt and pressing against her thighs while she panted. Her face, beautifully flushed already, blushed hard when Polly pulled the shirt open and then paused, their hands hovering just over Sloane’s boobs.
“Tell me what you want,” they said, voice low and seductive, looking up at her from under their lashes.
She groaned, letting her head fall back against the wall. “You. Anything. Just… you.”
Polly hummed. “I know. But I want you to tell me what you want me to do with my hands, Sloane. Tell me what you need.”
“Touch me. Please,” she replied, half-writhing against the wall, attempting to get Polly’s hands on her.
“Where?”
“Anywhere. Boobs. Everywhere. Just please…”
Polly smirked at her and ran the tips of two fingers over the swell of Sloane’s breasts, just above the cup of her bra.
She sighed in exquisite relief and just the sight of how much she loved having Polly’s hands on her was another massive turn-on.
Honestly, everything about her was an absolute turn-on.
After a moment of teasing stroking, Polly trailed her fingers up towards Sloane’s shoulders, sliding the straps of her bra down her arms slightly. She was glad Sloane had gone with a t-shirt bra rather than a sports bra. They loved the sports bras, but teasing her like this was much easier with her current bra.
Sloane began working Polly’s skirt up again as they leaned in to kiss her neck and chest, lifting it higher as Polly worked their mouth closer to her boobs.
As Polly kissed towards the cup of one breast, she ran her thumb over Sloane’s erect nipple on the other, luxuriating in the moan it garnered from her. A delightful stream of affirmatives followed as she moved one finger up and into the cup, teasing Sloane’s nipple directly, before she moved to pull aside the other cup and flicked her tongue over the desperate, exposed nipple.
The moan Sloane let out was obscene and amazing. Polly was certain she could spend her whole life listening to that sound and never get enough of it.
They hummed in satisfaction when they took her nipple fully into their mouth and Sloane’s hands hit bare skin on their thighs, moving further up under their dress to grasp at their butt, pulling them closer as she arched her back to press her nipple deeper into Polly’s mouth.
Still working Sloane’s nipple, grazing their teeth lightly over it and raising goosebumps on her exposed skin, Polly reached down with one hand, took hold of Sloane’s fingers, and moved them to the seat of their panties. The soft blue fabric was already soaked through, eliciting a gasp followed quickly by a moan from Sloane.
Polly had never been so turned on in her life and, when Sloane whined her name too loudly and too provocatively for the location, Polly was certain she was feeling the same way.
She moved her mouth to Sloane’s other nipple, left Sloane’s fingers stroking rhythmically against her wet panties, and moved her own hand to trail two fingers along Sloane through her pants.
While they knew she would be wet too, they were surprised to find she was every bit as wet as they were.
The idea that she could turn Sloane on that much was intoxicating. Never in a million years would she have imagined it, yet here they were. It made her feel sexy and wanted in a way she was certain she’d never felt before. Almost as if every other person had wanted her because she was there, convenient, and they wanted sex. Sloane wanted them.
They pressed against Sloane’s thigh in question. She enthusiastically spread them wider and caused Polly to moan around her nipple again.
As she moved her fingers and her tongue in upward sweeping motions against Sloane’s boob and her pants, they were startled by someone walking into the bathroom door.
The lock held and the person on the other side grunted as they collided with it. They muttered to themself, “Locked? Why on earth is it locked?”
As they walked away, presumably for a member of staff to unlock the door, Polly looked up at Sloane, who was looking at her with a smirk.
“Think we should take this somewhere else?” she asked, suddenly finding a far more dominant tone than her pleading whines moments ago.
Polly loved both.
“Absolutely,” they replied, moving to pull Sloane’s bra back up into place and relocate them as quickly as possible.
“The hotel?”
“Are you sure you can leave?” They gestured out in the direction of the party.
“Definitely. I’d love to say Greer would understand, but she wouldn’t and I won’t be telling her, but I don’t care.”
Polly laughed as they finally stepped back from holding Sloane against the wall and smoothed down their dress, watching hungrily as Sloane did her shirt buttons back up hastily, not bothering to tuck it back in.
As they unlocked the door and stepped out into the hall, the bustle of the restaurant hit them, along with a woman loudly complaining about the bathroom door and heading their way.
Sloane shot Polly a mischievous look, took her hand, and led them in the opposite direction down the hallway. Polly knew she had no idea where it went, but they didn’t really care. There was something exciting about holding Sloane’s hand and making a break from a terrible party to go have sex.
They rounded the corner and bumped into Shravya.
“Sloane, Polly. Are you two okay?” she asked, looking confused.
They both giggled and Polly was certain it gave them away, but neither of them seemed to care enough to stop it.
“We’re good,” Sloane replied. “Just making a break for it. Is there an exit in this direction?”
Shravya shot them a knowing look. “Yeah. Straight ahead and then first left. But if your sister asks, I did not help you get out of here. I like getting paid, thank you very much.”
Sloane laughed, more good-naturedly than she usually did about anything concerning Greer, and Polly figured that’s what the promise of great sex did for you.
“Thanks, Shravya,” she said with a huge grin, right as Sloane pointed out that there were only fifteen minutes of the party left anyway, so it was unlikely to be a big issue.
As they continued down the hallway, Sloane muttering that Greer would probably be avoiding her since she’d be slipping David Ellcott Sloane’s number, Shravya called their attention back.
They paused, turning to look at her.
“Your cousin slipped me her number,” she said, entirely unfazed by the proposition or by talking about it. “Can you tell her I’m with someone?”
“Yeah, will do,” Sloane replied. “And thanks again.”
They slipped out of the restaurant without being spotted by anyone and even saw a few of Steve’s relatives heading out. They ducked behind a car to avoid being spotted, all while giggling like children, and Polly had never been so happy.
Despite the fact that Steve’s family were on the way out, something told Polly that the Abbotts and David would still be there. One last attempt to corner Sloane and set something up. It was unbelievably rude and insulting to Sloane, her choices, and her consent. How many times did she need to tell them to back off before they listened?
Polly shook her head and climbed into Sloane’s car. They knew better than to assume people would listen after this many attempts.
As Sloane drove, nervous anticipation bubbled up inside of Polly and she felt a lot less confident than she had when they’d pinned Sloane up against the bathroom wall.
Sloane appeared to notice the switch and smirked as she reached a hand over to teasingly stroke Polly’s knee where it peeked out from under their dress.
How was it that even that was more erotic than actual sex Polly had had before? It was obviously just that it was Sloane. Sloane who was impossibly sexy just by existing.
Before they arrived back at the hotel, Sloane had touched their knee and subtly hiked their dress up their thigh enough for Polly to be almost crying with need. They’d never felt anything like this before, but she loved having it with Sloane.
As Sloane wrapped an arm around them on the way through the lobby, all Polly could do was stare at her face and curl into her. Their desperation momentarily satiated when the elevator doors closed on them and Sloane spun them around like a dancer and kissed them with a fiery passion.
Apparently, she needed this every bit as much as Polly, and that was a mind-blowing piece of information.
They stumbled out onto their floor, Polly storing that dance move thing away to ask about later, and practically ran to their room. Neither of them embarrassed to be so eager when it was clear the other was too.
When they locked the bedroom door behind them, Polly’s confidence failed her again and she blushed under Sloane’s hungry gaze, desperate for her to make the first move.
Sloane hummed as if she knew exactly what was going on and approved wholeheartedly.
“We can stop at any time, okay?” Sloane asked, genuine, sincere, and it made Polly more certain than anything else that she wouldn’t want to stop. That safety net of knowing it would be okay was everything she needed.
They smiled and nodded, causing Sloane’s expression to shift back to hungry and desirous. It made Polly feel wanted in a way they had never experienced before.
“Come here,” Sloane whispered, but it was confident, demanding.
They walked forward, meeting her beside the giant, pristine bed.
They were willing to bet it would not be so pristine by the time they were done.
“Good,” Sloane positively purred, running her fingers over the top of Polly’s dress. “You look very beautiful in this, but would you mind me getting you out of it.”
Polly gulped and attempted to find her voice. There was nothing she wanted more.
When all she could get out was a desperate whine, she nodded furiously, encouraging Sloane to get it off her as quickly as possible.
Of course, that was not what Sloane did.
She walked painfully slowly around Polly, dragging her finger as she went, over the exposed skin of their shoulders and drawing Polly’s attention to where she’d kissed them earlier, and how good her lips had felt on her skin. They couldn’t wait to have them back there.
Sloane pulled their zipper down agonizingly slowly, taking her time and following its path with the tips of three fingers down Polly’s exposed back.
“Perfect,” she murmured when she reached the bottom of the zip and moved her hands to slip the dress off Polly.
When Sloane’s hands slipped around to her front, removing her bra and caressing her naked breasts, they forgot every thought they’d ever had while being naked with other people. Forgot all the soft parts people had commented on in a wave of feeling as though Sloane was worshipping all of them.
They leaned their head back, giving in to the surge of feelings her hands and mouth provoked, basking in all of it.
As her lips reached Polly’s jaw, she tilted her head to find them in a kiss. Sloane’s lips were even better than she’d remembered from their kisses in the elevator minutes ago.
Every single thing about her was perfect. And, inexplicably, she seemed to be thinking the same thing about Polly.
Her hands moved down Polly’s boobs towards her stomach, her thumbs dragging tantalizingly over their nipples as she went, and continued down until she reached those pale blue panties that were almost the last thing Polly was left wearing.
“Can I take these off?” Sloane asked as she worked her way back down Polly’s neck with her lips.
“Yes,” Polly rasped, leaning back into Sloane, barely able to stand from the desire tearing through her body.
She would never have guessed it could be so arousing to be naked with someone who was fully clothed, but the way Sloane worshipped her made it incredible.
Sloane slipped their panties down and Polly didn’t need to look to know they were drenched, but she did enjoy Sloane’s confirmation as she whispered, “Fuck. You’re so wet.”
“It’s all for you,” they replied as their panties joined their dress on the floor, pooled around their ankles.
“Lie down for me,” Sloane said, stepping out from behind her and leaving her temporarily cold at her loss.
As she moved onto the bed, Sloane dragged her hand all the way down one leg to gently pull her pale pink shoe off. When she moved to do the same on the other leg, Polly found herself voluntarily spreading them, desperate for Sloane to be between them.
“Look at how perfect you are,” Sloane said, her eyes drinking in every inch of Polly and looking like she could never get enough. “I want you to touch yourself for me.”
Polly rose to prop herself on her elbows. She’d never done that with anyone before. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.” Sloane nodded eagerly. “But only if it’s something you want too. For yourself.”
“I… yes. I do. I just didn’t think you’d want that.” They blushed, looking down.
Sloane leaned over, placed a finger under her chin, and kissed them gently. “I promise I want that. But only if it’s good for you and comes with enthusiastic consent.”
Polly watched her for a minute, registering how much Sloane meant those words, and felt a smile breaking out across their face. “It’s a very enthusiastic yes.”
Sloane bit her lip before backing up and sitting in the chair across from the bed. It would give her a perfect view.
The way Sloane watched them, and their own desire, meant that they didn’t hesitate as they reached down to run a finger over their clit. Their hips bucked at the sensation and Sloane blew out a breath, her own legs parting where she sat in the chair.
As Polly touched herself, feeling her fingers getting coated in her wetness, Sloane barely even blinked, desperately taking in every second of it, and making Polly feel like the sexiest person alive. Even if she thought that was Sloane.
“You’re so fucking perfect,” Sloane said, her eyes following Polly’s fingers through her folds. “Look how wet you are. Just dripping.”
Polly moaned, her eyes slipping closed at Sloane’s words. “So good,” she managed to say, writhing and desperate.
Even through the desire filling them up, Polly heard the sounds of a zipper and shuffling and looked up to see Sloane reaching to touch herself.
“Fuck, Sloane,” Polly whined, moving faster against her own clit as her orgasm built quickly inside her.
“You’re just too hot not to,” Sloane said matter of factly. “You’re making me so wet.”
“Oh my god, that’s hot.” Polly wiggled, needily. “I need… I need…”
“What do you need, sweetheart?”
“Finger… inside…”
“Mmm. Show me.”
Polly gasped but complied, moving one finger inside herself. It was momentary relief before it wasn’t enough and they moved a second to join the first.
“Fuck,” Sloane muttered. “You’re so fucking perfect.”
“You too,” Polly panted, working her fingers in and out of herself and loving Sloane’s eyes on her. Even more so when Sloane seemed to be unable to hold back any longer and she rose from the chair, stripping her own clothes off as she moved towards the bed.
She was naked by the time she crawled up between their legs and Polly was certain they’d never seen anything so perfect in their whole life.
“I need to taste you,” Sloane said, meeting Polly’s eyes with a burning gaze. “Need you to come on my mouth.”
They nodded excitedly, pulling their fingers away from their core with some effort as they got closer and closer to coming, but the idea of doing so with Sloane’s mouth on them was impossible to resist.
She absolutely delivered.
The second Polly’s hand was away, she sucked the two fingers that had been inside of them into her mouth, lapping at them seductively.
“So good,” she said, so quietly it might have only been to herself, but Polly loved it either way.
She was about to comment on how good Sloane was but she moved to lick at Polly’s folds and the ability to do anything other than whine and writhe left them.
Sloane was amazing.
She sucked and licked and kissed, and it was like an otherworldly event for Polly. Never before had she been so turned on or so satisfied at the same time. Her whole body felt out of her control, but she managed to lace her fingers into Sloane’s hair, holding her against their pussy, and loving the way Sloane moaned in agreement.
Her free hand twisted in the bedsheet, her hips pressing up into Sloane’s mouth, as she rode the edge closer and closer to coming, losing all sense of time and place. She was distantly aware that she was begging Sloane for more amidst gasps and panted breaths.
Finally, as Sloane worked her tongue over their clit and slipped two fingers inside of them, the whole world fell apart and the only thing that existed was an explosion of pleasure and Sloane, and Polly wished they could stay like this forever.
For several minutes, they floated in that blissed-out state before regaining a sense of where they were and registering the fact that they were kissing Sloane and telling her over and over how good it was.
Sloane laughed happily. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. You really are ridiculously perfect.”
Polly hummed. “You too. And now I want to get you off. You know, if you’re amenable to that?”
She laughed again. “I definitely am.”
“Fantastic,” Polly replied before pulling her into another kiss and moving her fingers down Sloane’s body, desperate to touch her.



Twenty-Three
 
 
Polly was sleeping peacefully beside Sloane when she awoke. It was even more perfect than the other mornings they had woken up together because they were both naked and had fallen asleep after having had sex again right after midnight.
Sloane was exceedingly glad she’d booked the hotel room.
If her old bedroom in her parents’ house had been the only available option, she would have had sex with Polly there, but here, she got to hear them moan and beg and say all of the incredible things they had the night before.
She reached for her phone to check the time and was greeted by a barrage of messages and missed calls, which was never a good sign.
One of the numbers she had texts from was new and she knew even before opening the messages who they were from. It always went like this after they had both attended one of her family’s events.
Sure enough, David had sent her a thread of messages inviting her over to his house, asking repeatedly if she was still up—she had been, but not for him—and then a series of pictures she presumed were supposed to be sexy. David on top of his sheets in various states of undress.
Sloane scrolled through them disgusted and annoyed, and desperately wanting to pluck every hair out of his chinstrap beard, one at a time. Perhaps then he’d realize how painful putting up with his antics had been for her over the years.
In addition to the tirade of David Ellcott, Sloane had three messages from Greer about how rude she was for leaving the restaurant without spending any time with him, how she needed to snap him up immediately, and how Greer was doing her a favor here and she could at least act grateful.
She wondered whether it would be appropriate to point out that Greer had been saying the same thing about David since they were eighteen and, so far, nobody else had snapped him up, so time absolutely did not seem to be of the essence. She could also mention the fact that she had been doing Greer a favor by not throwing food at her for twelve years when she kept forcing David onto her, primarily during food-based events. Greer had zero respect for the level of self-control at play there.
However, Sloane got to save all of her ire for the person who had left her far too many voicemail messages she was never going to listen to, and who was calling her again as she looked at her phone.
Ordinarily, Sloane was quick to listen to voicemails when she noticed them, the anxiety of not knowing what they were would eat at her if she didn’t get it over with quickly. However, just as with David and Greer’s messages, Sloane knew exactly what those messages were going to say and she didn’t want to hear it.
Nor did she want to hear it in real-time, but she still hit connect on her mother’s call as she slipped into the bathroom to allow Polly to continue sleeping, grabbing a bathrobe on her way there because there was absolutely no way she was having that conversation with her mother while she was naked.
“Hello, Mother,” she said once she closed the bathroom door, still trying to keep her voice down.
“Sloane,” her mom barked. “Where have you been? Why haven’t you been answering my calls?”
She rolled her eyes. “It’s barely eight-thirty in the morning, Mom. I’ve been sleeping. Like most people.”
“And what about last night? You disappear without a word and think it’s acceptable to send your own mother to voicemail?”
Sloane was tired of conversations like these. They happened any time she missed so much as one call from her mother.
She sighed. “I didn’t send you to voicemail. I just wasn’t looking at my phone.”
“You weren’t looking at your phone?” She sounded skeptical, as though she couldn’t imagine one thing a couple might do at night together that might not necessitate phones. Sloane unwittingly wondered about the state of her parents’ relationship.
“No, I wasn’t. I was with Polly and we were not looking at our phones.” She begged the universe to help Janet figure it out. Not one part of her wanted to have to explain to her mother that there were definitely activities with one’s partner where you absolutely did not want them to be checking their phone.
Ideally, you wanted them to forget they even owned a phone. Just as Polly had done for Sloane last night. She’d had everything she wanted in the bed with her, why on earth would she have checked her phone?
“Oh, you were with Polly?” Her tone implied it was up for debate. Much like everything else Sloane said, apparently. “And what were you doing, huh, that meant you couldn’t check whether your own mother was calling you?”
Well… in for a penny, in for a pound.
“We were having sex, Mother.”
Janet coughed and spluttered down the line and Sloane understood that she’d somehow managed to say that right as her mom had taken a sip of her drink.
Guilt at almost choking her to death shot through Sloane, but she tried to calm the anxiety by reassuring herself that it wasn’t her fault, she didn’t know her mom was drinking and she had been asked a question. Her mother was not going to die and Sloane was not going to kill her.
“Oh, Sloane,” her mom said when she could finally talk again, disappointment heavy in her tone. “Isn’t it time to stop this?”
“The sex? We stopped a few hours ago actually…” The words were out before Sloane could think them through, but she saw her reflection gaping back at her as she registered what she’d said.
She had no idea when she’d gotten this sarcastic with her family. Under different conversational conditions, she might be okay with it. While talking about sex… not so much.
“Not the sex,” Janet snapped. “Well, also the sex, I suppose. But it’s time to stop messing around and letting the family down. You’re an Abbott woman, Sloane. Whether you want to admit that or not.”
It was a strange sentiment since Sloane had never once denied that. And, for all the questions she had about her sexuality, her gender was something she was confident in. Not that she thought that was a conversation her mother would willingly start with her.
“It’s time to settle down,” Janet continued and Sloane’s brain immediately went to the idea of doing that with Polly. “Abbott women find good men, settle down, have babies, and have wonderful lives as active members of the community. You have taken up in the middle of the woods and with women and cut yourself off, Sloane.”
She wanted to argue—not least about the woods thing since it wasn’t the middle of the woods—but she knew how these conversations went with her mom and how her own opinion on her life didn’t matter.
“Mom, I’m not—”
“And we’ve been very patient with your whole gay experiment thing.”
“‘Gay experiment’?” Sloane didn’t even know what to do with that. And they hadn’t been patient at all really.
“But now it’s time. You’re bisexual, perhaps, but now you will choose. And you will choose men.”
Was she? She didn’t actually know.
“That’s really not how that works. And I am demisexual. You can’t just throw men at me and make them stick.”
It was the first time she’d said that word to her mother, but, after last night with Polly, she was more sure than ever that’s what she was.
“Sloane,” her mother snapped again. “I am not learning about another new-fangled sexuality you think applies to you when it’s completely irrelevant. David is available and somehow still interested and you will get together with him. He’s a respectable member of our community and will do wonderful things bringing you back into the fold.”
The fact that she and her family belonged to very different communities had never been so apparent to her, and she’d been painfully aware of it before. It didn’t even hurt that her mother was unwilling to learn about who she was. They’d been here too many times over the years and Sloane had finally reached her saturation point—the point at which her family had hurt her so much that it was just expected. It smarted, but it didn’t hurt. Not like it had before.
“No,” she said, looking in the mirror and steeling herself.
“No what?”
“No, Mother. I will not be dating or marrying David.” She took a deep breath. Her heart was pounding painfully in her chest and she thought she might throw up, but she powered through. “I have been telling you for years and you have ignored me time and time again, pushing men on me without my consent, and I’m done with it. I have no interest in marrying David or anyone else you think I need to bring me back into the fold, because the thing is, Mom, I’m not lost. I’m not broken or problematic or wrong. I’m queer. And I like that.”
“Sloane, if you do this, we will not stand by you. We handed you everything, gave you a life you could be proud of, and you’re just going to throw it all back in our faces?”
She watched herself in the mirror for a moment. It felt like she was breaking, and she was scared and anxious, but she knew, underneath all of that, one day she’d be proud of herself for doing this.
“Yeah,” she said slowly, even as tears filled her eyes. “I guess I am, because I am proud of my life, Mom. I’m proud of me. And I’m sorry you wanted another Greer and didn’t get one, but that’s all I’m sorry for because I don’t apologize for who I am. I’m only sorry you couldn’t love the child you got.”
“I cannot believe you, you ungrateful little brat.” Her mom’s voice was becoming screechy and she couldn’t help but wonder what David had that her mom wanted. Because it couldn’t just be a position in society for Sloane if she was this angry. “I think it’s better if you do everyone a favor and stay away from Greer’s brunch this morning.”
“Okay.” She’d have expected that if she’d thought to consider it. Mostly, she just felt relieved at not having David attempt to hang on her all morning.
“And I want your stuff gone from the house when I get back.”
“Okay.”
“And don’t think, for one second, that you’re welcome here for the holidays.”
She didn’t think that. She hadn’t thought that since she was a child. “Okay.”
Her mother made a screeching noise and hung the phone up, cutting Sloane off.
For several minutes, she just sat there, staring at the mirror and barely seeing it. She wasn’t sure what to think or feel or do.
Part of her knew she should feel proud, relieved, celebratory. But it wasn’t like that.
The millions of times she’d imagined being free of her family and their expectations… they hadn’t felt like this.
Her therapist had told her over and over again that, inevitably, when she found a way to enforce her boundaries, not everyone would like it. She’d prepared for that, for it to be rough, even for it to look like this.
So then why did it hurt so much?
Why did she feel like someone had reached inside of her and carved out half of her insides?
She stood up and forced herself into the shower, went automatically through her morning routine, all the while wondering why she didn’t feel sad that she’d been disinvited to Greer’s brunch, but she did feel cut free and set adrift in an unknown land.
When she came out of the bathroom, her emotions a swirling vortex of indecipherable feelings, Polly was sitting on the bed waiting for her.
“Hey,” they said gently, and Sloane knew she’d heard more of the conversation with her mother than she’d planned. It didn’t bother her, but she did feel a twinge of guilt at having woken Polly up with that.
“Morning,” she said, running a hand through her still-damp hair. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“It’s okay. Do you want to talk about it? No pressure.”
“We’re uninvited to brunch.” It was the only thing she could think to say.
Polly paused for a moment, obviously wondering whether Sloane needed to say something else. When nothing was forthcoming, they said, “Okay. Do you want to go get our stuff while they’re all out then?”
Sloane nodded slowly.
It was what her mother had told her to do, but it felt like the right choice either way.
Polly moved towards the bathroom, giving her a reassuring hand squeeze as she passed.
This morning should have been so different. Polly’s touch should have been exciting, intoxicating. Instead, it felt like a signal barely reaching her, deep underwater.
She didn’t want back in with her family if they were going to keep pushing the heteronormative path on her, if who she was would never be good enough for them. So why was it hurting so much?
As Polly showered quickly, Sloane moved mechanically around the room, packing up their things and attempting to make a list of everything she’d left at her parents’ so she wouldn’t leave anything behind.
When Polly reappeared and led her down to reception to check out, Sloane felt like she was walking through a haze. She’d experienced it before with her anxiety, but it felt different somehow this time. Even the adorable flirting at the counter barely registered with her, and Polly’s voice sounded like she was speaking through a tin can phone.
She tried to insist she was okay to drive, but Polly knew her better than that and, when they again assured her that they would drive, she moved to the passenger seat without a fight. Truthfully, she wasn’t okay to drive. She wanted to be, but she wasn’t. And being annoyed by that fact wasn’t going to make her any safer behind the wheel.
It was only as she was walking up to her parents’ front door that she realized she didn’t have a way to get in, but, of course, her mother had left a key taped to the door in an envelope with ‘Sloanely’ written on it. And that little dig wiped away some of the hurt she was feeling, replacing it with anger. Anger at what she’d put up with over the years, anger at her mother for being so petty. And anger was easier than hurt. It allowed her to realize that part of why she was hurting was that after years of putting up with them rejecting her over and over again, the final rejection had come from them. Her mother had kicked her out for being unwilling to sit back and get with their program.
In all of her time thinking about this moment, she realized she’d wanted to be the one to say no, to walk away. And it probably didn’t really matter who did it, she was getting out either way, but it did hurt to have parents who were so unwilling to just let her be happy.
They gathered their things from the guest bedroom and Sloane barely felt any attachment to the place. Living there was like another time to her, a time long gone. But she did have one little parting shot for her mother, after everything.
As they stood by the front door ready to leave, Sloane placed the key on top of the envelope, crossed out ‘Sloanely’, and wrote Sure, Jan.
She didn’t know if her mother would get the full weight of the reference, but she did know she disliked being called Jan, she thought it uncouth for entirely unfathomable reasons.
Polly led her out of the house, heading for the driver’s side again, and Sloane didn’t comment. As she closed the door to her parents’ house—slamming it just a tiny bit—she felt both like something important was being closed and as though something was crumbling around her. It was a confusing mix of emotions and it mostly just left her tired and fragile.
She climbed into the passenger seat and watched the house disappear as Polly drove them away. The soft music from whatever Polly was playing washed over her and they were barely two streets away when she already felt herself being dragged into sleep, desperately hoping for no dreams of her family.



Twenty-Four
 
 
Polly sat on the edge of Sloane’s bed. They’d been back at the cottage for hours now, but it was somehow still astounding how much this place felt like coming home. Perhaps it was just because it was Sloane’s space and Sloane had absolutely become like home. That would make the most sense since Polly had only spent a few nights in this place.
After sleeping most of the drive back and then spending their hours here oscillating between being hurt, angry, and confused, Sloane had worn herself out. Upon seeing her getting sleepy and teary for the fifth time, Polly had softly coaxed her to the bathroom to take a shower and get ready for bed, promising that the warm water would help relax her.
It wasn’t like she didn’t get it. This morning had been bad enough—Janet laying into Sloane and then seemingly disowning her child—but the messages that had come in while they were in Sloane’s greenhouse, tending her sproutlings, had really taken the cake.
First had been Greer with some faux sympathy and wishes that Sloane could see the right path, and the offer to support her whenever she wanted back on that path.
David had quickly followed, telling Sloane that she didn’t need to run so far away from her feelings for him that she failed to attend her sister’s important brunch. Sloane had actually looked like she wished he were there just so she could fling him through a window as she read that one.
Finally, Mabel had texted with the only rational message Sloane received all day.
She told them Janet had said Sloane had chosen to leave because “something more important than her sister had somehow come up.” Knowing that was utter bullshit, Mabel had texted Sloane to get the full story.
Unable to quite figure out how to retell it, she’d handed her phone to Polly and asked them to recount the main points for Mabel.
Their satisfaction at getting to tell at least one person in Sloane’s family the truth was compounded when Mabel replied with a curse-filled tirade against her aunt for being such a terrible person.
The only good thing that had come from the messages, really, was that Sloane slipped steadily into anger at them, rather than turning it inwards and blaming herself. A natural response that Polly understood, but none of this was Sloane’s fault.
From experience, they knew people simply telling you it wasn’t your fault couldn’t make you believe it, but they told Sloane anyway, just to make sure she heard it.
When she finally became so irritated by her mother’s lies, David’s come-ons, and Greer’s ‘I’m just trying to help you do what’s best for you’, Polly was relieved to see the barriers break and listened intently as Sloane paced the greenhouse listing everything that was bothering her about the incident, about her family, about all the ways they’d hurt her, and how all she did was excuse them and blame herself.
It was apparent she’d been working on that whole dynamic in therapy for a long time. Polly was certain her therapist would be almost as proud as they were at Sloane finally being able to say that everything wrong with her family wasn’t her fault.
Polly remembered the first time she’d said that about her relationship with her own therapist, how they’d reflected and celebrated that moment together. It had been the real turning point in her recovery. It was still a long, hard road from there, but the gravity of that statement was not to be ignored.
When Sloane reentered the bedroom, she looked small and weary, weighed down with bone-deep exhaustion.
Polly smiled softly at her, moving to pull the covers back and shepherd her into the soft, warm bed.
Sloane snuggled under the blankets, her tense body finally appearing to relax, and reached up to take Polly’s hand.
The feeling shot through Polly like electricity. Her primary concern had been Sloane’s wellbeing, but her mind had kept wandering back to last night. Sloane’s hands and mouth on her, the feeling of her fingers moving inside Sloane’s warm, wet body, the way it felt drifting off to sleep, satisfied and wrapped up in one another… To have Sloane’s hands back on her, even like this, felt like breathing properly for the first time all day.
“Thank you,” Sloane murmured, already half lost to slumber, “for everything today. You’re such a good friend.”
And Polly’s elation came crashing down like a house of cards.
They wondered if it was better this way. Having the conversation that Sloane only wanted to be friends would have been awkward this morning with a four-hour drive ahead of them. This way, she made her point without them having to have a long discussion about it. Sloane wanted them to be friends, the point was made, they would be friends. It was that simple.
Or it should have been.
Polly’s heart ached as Sloane’s hand slipped from theirs as she drifted off and they worried this was the last time they’d be here with her.
She left the room, fighting herself on looking back at Sloane, just to see her one last time like this. But they couldn’t do that. Sloane wasn’t theirs. Their relationship had been pretend, they both knew that going in. The experiences Polly had gotten over the last week were insights into a world that wasn’t hers to have, not really, and they couldn’t violate their friendship with Sloane by taking things that weren’t theirs. They would not be another Abbott for her.
Downstairs, they cleaned up a little, not wanting Sloane to wake up feeling emotional only to find she was left with dishes. It might hurt to know they were back to only being friends, but they wanted to be a good friend to Sloane. She’d get over her crush someday. In the meantime, they would be eternally grateful to be Sloane’s friend and would do the best job they could in that role.
It was only as they went to leave that they realized they had no way to do so.
Sloane had picked them up at Blooms on Friday night. Their car was sitting at home since they’d gotten a ride into work. The original plan had been for Sloane to drive them home.
She stood frozen in Sloane’s entryway, wondering what she was supposed to do. It was understandable that they’d both forgotten that part of the plan, but it did not help them figure out a way to leave the little cottage.
After a moment of internal panic, they pulled out their phone, planning to find a taxi or something that came out here, and saw that they had far too many messages from Nureet asking how they were doing, how the rest of the weekend had gone, whether they’d managed to score Sloane properly, and, if so, whether they could get all of the details.
Polly sighed. They should know better than to assume they were getting all of the intimate details of Polly’s sex life.
However, she did need someone to talk to and Nureet was her best friend. They were there for each other no matter what was going on and the trust between them went without saying.
They slipped into Sloane’s kitchen, closing the door to muffle the sound, and hit dial on Nureet’s number.
“Hello, hello,” they answered excitedly.
“Hey. Don’t get too excited, I’m not calling with good news,” Polly whispered. “How are you though? How was the rest of the weekend? Did you miss me?”
“Why are you whispering? And what do you mean no good news? You spent all weekend with Sloane Abbott and you don’t have good news?”
Polly sighed. Part of her appreciated the confusion in their voice, as though it made no sense that someone wouldn’t fall for Polly after spending a weekend with them, but the other part just hammered home how disappointed she was that she’d let her heart run away with itself and entirely misunderstood the situation.
“I’m, uh… at Sloane’s. She’s asleep.”
There was a pause where Nureet was obviously trying to make sense of the words they were hearing. “You’re at Sloane’s, but it’s not good? She was supposed to drop you home, but she’s asleep? Polly, I’m going to need more information than this, but I assume it’s weird to talk about it while you’re there. I’m coming to get you.”
“Wait, no, you don’t have to do that. I was going to call a taxi or something.”
“Too late. I’m already up.”
She could hear the sounds of them moving around at the other end of the line, walking through their apartment and pulling on shoes while telling their cat they’d be right back.
“Thanks, Neet. I really wouldn’t have asked, you know?”
“I know,” they said as they pulled their apartment door closed. “But you’d do the same for me, we both know it. Just text me the address, I’m heading to the car and I’ll be there soon.”
Polly was certain it was going to take a little longer than they thought, but she texted the address over anyway and went to wait by the door with her luggage from the weekend.
Sure enough, it was over half an hour before Polly spotted headlights pulling into Sloane’s yard, but the minute she did, she grabbed her stuff, quietly pulled the door closed behind her, and refused to look back.
She and Sloane were friends, she’d likely be back here in the future, but that would be different. It wouldn’t be tonight. It would be when Polly had had time to process how she was feeling about the whole thing, about Sloane. And when she’d had the time to pack away her little crush in a place in her mind that it could hide until it faded away.
“So,” Nureet said as they pulled onto the highway, a safe distance from Sloane’s. “What happened?”
“Nothing happened,” Polly replied instinctively, knowing it was a terrible lie as she said it.
They shot her a quick, exasperated look. “You look like shit and things appear to have taken a complete one-eighty from the last time we spoke, so spill. What happened?”
She sighed. How did they even begin to explain?
“We were acting really coupley,” she eventually said. “Like, not just around other people. We bonded and flirted and dealt with her family together—they’re kind of awful.”
Nureet raised their eyebrows but kept their eyes on the dark road. “Must be bad if you’re saying that.”
Polly nodded. “They are.”
“Okay, so that all sounds good, except the horrific family. What went wrong?”
Polly was too tired to fully decide whether it was a good idea to tell the whole truth or not. But she knew she couldn’t just let it bounce around her head the whole time. They needed to say it out loud. “We had sex.”
Nureet whipped back in their seat before indicating and pulling into the breakdown lane.
Polly looked around frantically. “What are you doing? Drive. We can’t stay here.”
They turned in their seat to look at her. “You had sex?”
“Yes.”
“With Sloane?”
Who else? “Yes.”
“But you don’t have good news?”
“No.”
They thought for a second. “Was the sex bad?”
“No. Not at all. It was incredible.”
They looked more confused than Polly had ever seen them. “Sorry, Pol. I’m not getting it. What’s the problem here? You had sex with an unbelievably gorgeous woman and now you look like you’ve never gotten any in your life.”
It might have been better if she hadn’t gotten any. Then they’d at least still be riding the line between friendship and the potential for more.
“You drive and I’ll explain, but we’re not sitting here waiting for someone to pull up and ask what we’re doing.”
“Relax, this road is dead this time of night.” But they pulled back onto the—admittedly deserted—road anyway.
Polly huffed out a deep breath. “We went to her sister’s anniversary dinner and it was just… tension. Like, with her family, sure, but between the two of us. We were touching and holding each other and there was just something in the air that had been building all weekend. Well, the whole time we’d known each other, I guess. We ended up doing some stuff in the bathroom.”
“Polly Stanwick. Did you fuck Sloane Abbott in the toilet?” They seemed far too excited about that prospect. Polly did not want to think about whether that meant they had a thing about getting off in public bathrooms.
“No. Absolutely not. Well… not exactly.”
They shot them a look that told Polly they needed more information.
She hesitated, really not wanting to go into the details, but lost as to how to explain it without them. “We… er… did some touching and stuff in the bathroom. Then someone tried to come in, so we… relocated to our room.”
They laughed. “And there you got the best fucking of your life?”
Well, they weren’t wrong. It really was something…
“Basically, yeah.”
Nureet made a bunch of noises Polly understood as celebratory, impressed, and, finally, confused.
“What made it bad?” they asked. “Why aren’t you over there getting your brains fucked out all over again?”
Polly chewed on her lip nervously. “This morning, when I woke up, she was on the phone with her family. Things were bad. They basically kicked her out. We didn’t really get a chance to talk about what happened, just had to pack up and get out.”
Nureet bobbed their head about as if that seemed reasonable. As another person who had walked out on half of a bad family, Polly was certain they got it.
“And when you got back here?” they prompted, eager for the rest of the explanation.
“Sloane was in pieces. I don’t think she’s upset at having nothing to do with her family, I think she’s upset about the way it went down. And all of the messages that followed where we found out her mom had told everyone she chose to leave. So then she was more angry at them and what she’s been through. By the end of the day, she’d talked herself out and I’d sent her to bed. She was exhausted.”
They thought for a moment, watching the road, but with their eyes narrowing with each second that passed. “Polly Stanwick, tell me you’re not bailing just because things got tough for Sloane?”
“What? Of course not. You know me better than that. And can you not with the full name thing?”
They huffed. “I do know you better than that, but none of this is making any sense at all.”
Polly sank back into the chair. She didn’t want to have to talk about it. “As she was falling asleep, she told me I’m a really good friend.”
“Okay. And?”
“And what? She said friend. That obviously means this weekend was just whatever. A fake relationship and the two of us being friends.”
“Jesus Christ, Polly. Lesbian problems much?”
“What?” She studied Nureet’s face, now feeling like the one confused. “Also, I don’t know if Sloane’s a lesbian. Sapphic, for sure, but primarily demi before anything else, I think.”
Nureet’s head lolled to the side in frustration. “That makes it worse, I hope you realize.”
Polly had no idea how that made it worse. She gestured with her hands to indicate that they needed to explain.
They rolled their eyes. “I know you know how demisexuality works, Pol. And it seems highly unlikely that the woman would have spent all weekend flirting with you and touching you and then sleeping with you if she didn’t happen to be into you.”
Polly thought about that. She did know how it worked, but sexual attraction wasn’t a prerequisite to having sex. Plenty of asexual people still chose to have sex for a whole host of reasons. That didn’t really prove anything.
“But…” Polly started, thinking of all of the arguments in her head and what it all really came down to. “She said we’re just friends.”
“Actually,” Nureet said, pulling off the highway and driving towards their apartment, making Polly assume that’s where they were staying tonight, “she called you that in the absence of anything better to call you.”
Polly shifted in their seat. “How do you mean?”
“You two were fake dating all weekend, while also clearly kind of dating, but as far as I can tell, you didn’t talk about what you are. Thus, in her emotional and exhausted state, what else was she going to call you? It’s hardly the time to have that whole conversation.”
Polly thought about that, watching out of the windows as they got closer and closer to Nureet’s place. “I guess,” she said slowly. “But it felt different.”
Nureet waited until they’d pulled into their parking spot and turned to look at Polly. “You, Polly Stanwick, have terrible self-esteem when it comes to relationships, and we know why and that’s totally and completely valid, but this sounds different. I think you’re scared of it going badly, or of pushing Sloane because you know what it’s like to be pushed in a relationship. For what it’s worth, I don’t think this is that.”
Polly looked down, thinking about the weekend with Sloane, and how it compared to her ex.
Nureet wasn’t wrong. She hadn’t dated since that breakup and she had been scared for a long time, but Sloane had felt different.
“She doesn’t feel like that,” she said quietly. “Being with her felt different, safe. For the first time in ages, actually.”
“I know,” Nureet said with a sad smile. “I could see it in the way you were, the way you talk about her. I just think the time has come for you to be happy and I would hate to see you get in the way of your own happiness.”
They reached across the console to squeeze Polly’s hand and she felt such a rush of gratitude for them. But the fear was still there in the corners of her mind.
“But what if…” she said, trailing off and letting Nureet fill in the gaps of everything that terrified her.
“I can’t make promises, but, from the outside, it seems like this might be it, and you’d be a fool to walk away from that based on one throwaway comment. Especially when you can be a good friend to your partner. It’s actually better that way.”
“Yeah, I guess…”
“Just think about it, okay?” they said, gesturing that they should get inside.
Polly knew she’d think about nothing else.



Twenty-Five
 
 
Sloane’s phone buzzed again on the counter. She scowled at it. There was nothing there she wanted to see and she knew it. Not David’s messages, or Greer’s, not Mabel’s probing about when she could come visit her and Polly. Worst of all, not Polly’s distant, removed messages. Sloane knew she was at work, but something was off and she didn’t like it.
Yesterday had been awful and not at all the day she’d hoped for after their incredible night together, but with Polly looking after her, being there for her, with everything between them, she’d been surprised to wake up to no Polly, no messages, no notes, just… nothing. Polly was gone.
It had taken her two hours to work up the courage to text them and all they’d received in response were brief platitudes.
She wanted to believe it didn’t make sense, but deep down, she knew. Over the weekend, she’d shown her hand too much, been too utterly in love with Polly to begin with, and only fallen harder as the weekend wore on.
Now, they were back. Their fake relationship was over and Polly was putting distance between them because she’d guessed how Sloane felt and just wanted to go back to being friends.
Sloane was glad they would be better friends than they’d been before—at least once they were over this awkward part—but it burned like acid in her lungs that she would never get another night with Polly like that, never another night cuddled up watching movies as a couple, never another taste of their lips on hers. She’d taken a shower and cried more over that than she had over being disowned by her own family. She could live without her family, she didn’t want to live without Polly.
As her phone buzzed again, she sighed, leaving her coffee and walking over to it.
She had been prepared to be annoyed by the message, but she wasn’t prepared to be this angry.
Her mother’s number lit up her screen, a beacon calling her to the pits of hell.
Without a moment of hesitation, she sent her to voicemail and waited to see if one would be left.
Sure enough, a moment later, her phone buzzed to signal a voicemail message.
She tilted her head at her phone, briefly wondering whether listening to it was a good idea, but the curiosity got the better of her. Picking up her phone and calling her mailbox, she leaned against the counter and waited for Janet Abbott’s voice to kick in.
“Sloane,” she said, ridiculously cheerful as if she were greeting a long-lost cousin she adored. “I was talking to Steve’s dad at the brunch yesterday—such a shame you couldn’t make it—and he was saying his boss is in need of some landscaping and had actually heard of you. He’d really love to get you on board for the job, so of course, I said you’d be delighted, family rates and all that. Give me a call back so we can discuss the details, dear. Kisses.”
She held the phone to her ear for several moments after the message hung up, entirely confused and angry at what was happening.
Her mother was sorry she couldn’t attend an event she’d kicked her out of? She was calling now when she wanted a favor for someone’s boss? After yelling at Sloane, she had the audacity to tell someone Sloane would do work for them at a discounted rate?
Sloane might struggle with her personal worth, but lots of therapy had helped her realize she didn’t have to undervalue her business. And even if she did have a ‘family rate’, who the hell was her mom to just start dishing that out to the boss of one of her child’s in-laws? Sloane barely knew the in-law, let alone the boss.
She had never been so angry at her mother.
As she stormed from her house in a wave of anger, she pulled up a text message to her mother.
In what would be an oddly poetic moment when she looked back, the gray, threatening sky overhead growled with thunder as Sloane told her mother that she had absolutely no right to kick her out, lie about her choosing to leave, and then call her the next day as if nothing happened, all while offering Sloane’s business up to make herself look good.
Once she was finished typing, she continued down the path to her greenhouse, knowing she needed the relief of concentrating on her plants. The second she closed the door, the skies opened and it started pouring rain, and if that didn’t feel like a metaphor, she didn’t know what did.
Her honest hope had been that her mother wouldn’t reply and would just leave Sloane alone. She had done more than enough already. Didn’t she owe Sloane a bit of peace? But, of course, five minutes later, Sloane’s phone was alive with messages from her.
She accused Sloane of embarrassing her by telling Mabel the truth of what happened and letting her spread it amongst the family, leading to them asking her tons of questions. She told Sloane that she owed her the landscaping precisely because of that, but also that it was her job so it wasn’t like it was a big deal, gardening wasn’t exactly hard.
And, of course, she again told Sloane all about how she was just looking out for her best interests, how only a mother could know what was best for her, that she knew what Sloane needed, and what she needed was a good man.
Sloane would have laughed at her mother’s candidates for ‘a good man’ were she not so angry.
Something about her anger became molten in her stomach. It settled something inside of her, changing her, and making her deadly calm.
Refrain from contacting me ever again, she replied before she turned her phone off, placing it down on one of the benches in the greenhouse.
It felt good.
She felt free in the way she’d always wished would come. This was the place she’d hoped for when she’d talked to her therapist about what she’d need to walk away from her family, to place her boundaries and refuse to let them move them. This was the place she’d wanted to find when she sat on the damp, wooden pier at Everglass Lake and held Polly’s hand.
It hadn’t felt like that when her mother had cast her out, but this was it. Everything she’d wanted from this break happened when she got to tell her mother to leave her alone, finally.
Thinking about Polly still stung a little, but she was overwhelmed by the desire to tell them what had happened. They’d understand better than anyone else Sloane knew. It wasn’t just that, though. Sloane wanted Polly to know, wanted to open up to them and share all of the parts of her life.
Maybe yesterday hadn’t gone as planned and today had been a little weird, but Sloane couldn’t let lack of clarity get in the way of what they could have, right?
This weekend had been a mess for a whole host of reasons, but none of those reasons was Polly. She’d been the bright spot in the darkness, the safety calling Sloane home. Neither of them seemed especially inclined to just jump into stuff easily, that they had fit together so well suggested there was more at play and, even if she was embarrassingly rejected, Sloane couldn’t not try.
The nervous energy bouncing around inside her wanted to drive her out of the greenhouse, into her car, and to Blooms, where she’d be compelled to stand on a pallet of soil and declare her love for Polly before the whole garden center. And, while there was something romantic about that, it wasn’t very them. Not to mention the anxiety would be killer. Safer and much more rational to wait until they got off work to talk to them privately.
She took a deep breath, turned on more lights in the greenhouse to compensate for the slate-gray sky, and set about tending her plants.
So engrossed did she become in repotting the little sprouts that she didn’t notice the time passing. Her phone remained off and blissfully silent, and the passing time was difficult to gauge as the deluge outside continued.
It wasn’t until someone stumbled through the door of the greenhouse, drenched and wide-eyed, that Sloane even really looked up and took stock of her surroundings.
Polly wrung out her auburn hair and pulled at the clothes sticking to her as Sloane just stared, suddenly unable to find the words to say anything helpful, or even just friendly.
“Hi,” they said, pulling the door closed behind them to keep the rain out.
When nothing else was forthcoming, Sloane swallowed a couple of times and used the sound of the raindrops hitting the greenhouse to calm herself.
“Hello,” she got out after a moment, her heart pounding painfully in her chest. It didn’t make sense. She wanted to see Polly. Although, she had been planning to do it with a little more planning and not by being caught unawares by them tumbling through her door.
“I’m sorry to just drop in.” They looked down. “And to be dripping all over your greenhouse floor.”
Sloane followed her gaze. She really was dripping. She’d need a change of clothes soon. Between being soaked and the cold day, she’d catch her death. But it didn’t bother Sloane in the slightest that she was dripping in the greenhouse. All she cared about was the fact that she was here. Although, the nervous expression gave her pause.
“I tried to call,” Polly continued when Sloane didn’t speak.
“Oh, sorry. My phone is off.” She hesitated. “My mom…”
Polly’s whole expression changed and became concerned for Sloane. “What happened? Are you okay?”
Sloane smiled. “I actually am. She tried to act like nothing happened and she wanted me to do a job for Steve’s dad’s boss—with heavy discount—but I called her out on acting like nothing was wrong and, when she pushed back… I told her not to contact me again, turned off my phone, and haven’t picked it up since.”
“Sloane,” they breathed, their voice filled with every bit of emotion that was written across their wondrous face. “I’m so proud of you.”
She smiled wider. “I’m pretty proud of me too. Like, I know this isn’t the end or the solution to everything, and, at the very least, I probably need a new phone number, but I’m glad I got to say it. Glad I got to call out at least some of her behavior towards me and not just accept it and act like it’s okay.” She took a few tentative steps towards Polly, who fidgeted with the edge of her damp shirt. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”
Polly’s eyes filled with tears. “You could have. You’ve always been amazing. The most amazing person I’ve ever met.”
Despite her voice getting quieter towards the end, Sloane still heard it and the molten hot anger that had coursed through her earlier was replaced by a gentle, soothing warmth, something she’d only ever felt around Polly. It was kind and soft and comforting and very much like Polly herself.
Sloane stopped slightly too close to her and said, “No. I know you can’t fix my anxiety or my family, and I would never expect you to, but you give me strength. You make the days better. You stand beside me when it’s bad and let me know I can get through it. And that means more than you know, more than I could ever possibly say.”
As she watched a tear roll down Polly’s face, meeting her lips that were stretched into a wide smile, Sloane felt hot, wet tears run down her own cheek. It wasn’t the first time Polly had seen her cry and she hoped it wouldn’t be the last.
“Polly,” she whispered, taking another step forward. “Why are you here?”
Once the words were out, she realized they could be interpreted as a rejection, but, as Polly tilted their head softly to the side, she understood that her tone, her proximity, and the energy that appeared to be pulsing in the greenhouse all conveyed exactly how she meant it.
Polly shuffled forward half a step, like the pair of them were magnets, unable to stay away from each other. That was how it had felt to Sloane over the past week. And the more time she spent with them, the stronger the force became.
“I—” Polly bit her lip nervously. “I thought… Well, I was wondering, really… this weekend… you and me… it felt like maybe there might be something more between us than just two friends fake dating for the weekend.”
Sloane nodded vigorously, her heart about ready to explode, hoping this was going where she thought it was. Her hand ached to reach out to Polly, to still their fidgeting fingers and assure her everything would be okay.
But she held her ground. For now.
“And it’s okay if you don’t feel the same,” they continued. “I would totally get that and still very much want to be your friend. But I had to… I mean, I couldn’t not… just… check whether you might want something more too. You know?”
The too did more work than the rest of the sentences put together in Sloane’s mind, causing her stomach to drop pleasantly and her mind to get fuzzy and her whole body to feel like it was vibrating with excitement.
Too. Polly wanted her too.
It was unbelievable and unimaginable and somehow the only thing that made sense in the whole world.
“Polly,” she murmured, getting closer still and finally reaching out to take Polly’s hands in hers. The relief of touching them like cold water on a hot day. “It was more than that. You’re right. You’ve always been more than that. I’m in love with you. I think I have been for a long time, but this weekend really solidified that for me.”
They gasped and a tiny sob filled with relief and joy escaped them as they clutched Sloane’s fingers tighter.
Even drenched from a storm and crying, they were the prettiest person Sloane had ever seen.
The whole thing felt like opening the floodgates and letting in every thought and hope and moment she’d been trying to push down over the course of their friendship. Every little way she’d fallen for Polly, all the ways she knew she would fall harder for her in the future, all of it swirled around inside of her, settling into the very bedrock of who she was, as though there had never been a greater purpose for her in this life than to love Polly. And now she was allowed to.
“I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out,” she continued through her own tears, a massive grin stretching across her face. “And I’m sorry for yesterday and being a mess and for my family and all of it. But thank you. For being there. For being you. Just… everything. You are everything.”
Polly was sobbing through their joy as they said, “You don’t have to apologize. I only want what makes you happy. I’m sorry too, though, that I didn’t realize and do something earlier, because… Sloane… I love you too. So much.”
Part of Sloane wanted to ask if they were serious, that they really meant it, but it was obvious in the way she said it, in the way they looked at her and touched her. She took the final step that pressed them into each other, not caring about getting wet from Polly’s clothes, and wrapped one arm around them. With the other, she reached up and trailed her fingers around Polly’s face, from her forehead to her chin.
“You’re so beautiful,” she breathed, feeling the words completely and entirely unable to pinpoint how very long she’d wanted to say them.
“So are you,” Polly sobbed before leaning in and pressing her lips to Sloane’s.
Their other kisses had felt perfect, but this was something more. This was the sense of being exactly where she was supposed to be, doing exactly what she should be doing, exactly what she wanted and needed. This was the universe conspiring to exist all so this moment could happen, so Polly and Sloane would find each other and everything would be right in their worlds.
Kissing had never felt like this before and Sloane knew, more certainly than she ever had, that she’d never really been in love before. Not like this. This was perfect. She could live a thousand years and never get enough of kissing Polly or watching them smile or listening to her speak.
A lot of things might have changed in the last couple of days, but Sloane had never felt so right within the world.
After several minutes of kissing, Polly pulled back and gasped, “Nureet.”
“I’m Sloane,” she joked, loving the way Polly rolled their eyes at her.
“I know that, thank you very much. Nureet is outside. I totally forgot.”
“You brought Nureet to my house and left them in the rain?” She gave her a puzzled look.
Polly laughed. “No, of course not. They’re in their car, but still.”
“Moral support?”
She pursed her lips, slightly embarrassed. “Kind of? They talked me through realizing I was being ridiculous thinking you weren’t interested and, when I spent all day at work moping over you, they threw me in their car and drove me straight here, telling me they weren’t leaving until you and I sorted ourselves out.”
Sloane laughed. “Seems very them. I don’t know them all that well, but that tracks with what I do know. And I’m glad they brought you. I was planning to come see you after work, I just lost track of time with everything else going on.”
“You were?”
“Of course. Couldn’t let my love get away without telling them how I feel now, could I?”
The way Polly melted against her was another best thing ever—along with every other thing about her—and Sloane loved that she could elicit that response and would get a million future opportunities to do so again.
“I love you too,” Polly whispered, nuzzling into her neck in the most adorable way.
Sloane hummed contentedly before kissing the top of Polly’s wet hair and leaning back very slightly. “Think we should tell Nureet to come in? We can have warm tea and get you out of those wet clothes.”
Polly smirked and Sloane loved knowing what was coming before she said it, but it still made her laugh anyway. “You can get me out of my clothes anytime you like, but I’d really rather Neet wasn’t there for it.”
“An offer that is entirely mutual and that I plan to take you up on many, many times.”
“Mmm. I’m glad. And likewise.”
Polly moved to face the outside world again, but Sloane pulled her back in, unable to let them go just yet.
She took their face in her hands, holding it like the most precious thing in the world, and softly pressed their lips together, relishing the feeling of Polly against her. It was entirely perfect. She couldn’t believe she got to be so lucky as to be theirs, but she was going to cherish every single second of it.



Epilogue
One year later
 
“Sloane,” Polly’s voice called from outside the greenhouse. A year of being together and the sound of them there, in their shared home, still filled Sloane with happy little butterflies every time she heard it.
“Yes, my one and only love?” she said, turning to smile at them as they stepped in from the cold, crisp day outside.
“We need to get going.” They gestured to the clock perched on one of the shelves in the greenhouse.
They were a vision standing in the doorway waiting for Sloane—their deep red dress fading to almost black at the edges of its tea-length skirt. The strange late-October light framed them beautifully.
Sloane carefully peeled off the gloves she’d been wearing to avoid getting dirty while waiting for Polly to get ready. She’d been worth the wait—she always was.
“You’re sure it’s not a costume party?” Sloane confirmed again. She had made some big strides over the last year, but anxiety was still a battle. She was not at all confused about where this particular anxiety came from, though, given that a year ago the pair of them had attended a particularly disastrous costume party.
Polly gave her a soft, knowing smile. “I promise. But here, I can distract you if you’re worrying.”
They walked over teasingly slowly, swinging their hips from side to side in a positively hypnotic manner. Their heels clicked each time they made contact with the stone floor until they came to a stop before Sloane, looked her up and down, and reached out a hand.
Sloane’s stomach felt like a bath bomb of excitement was fizzy around inside it, getting more and more frenetic the closer Polly leaned in until they were right upon her and they whispered, “Loser buys the pizza on the way home.”
As Sloane’s mind whirred attempting to figure out what was happening, Polly pressed a quick, cheeky kiss against her lips, yanked something out from behind her, and turned to run back to the door of the greenhouse. Sloane only realized as they stepped outside and held up a spray bottle, wiggling it in the air, what was happening.
She laughed and hustled to join Polly as she squirted one blast of water at the glass door of the greenhouse.
No matter the outcome of the race, she couldn’t wait to be back home later. Polly would curl up on the sofa in her dress and bare feet, having kicked off her heels the minute they walked through the door, and they would snuggle and share a pizza over a movie, just like they had a year ago. Only this time it would be in their own, shared home and there would be no question that Sloane was allowed to peel the dress off them afterward.
“Pick your racer,” Polly laughed almost the instant the water hit the window.
“Oh, I know the rules, Mx. Stanwick. I am the defending champion after all,” she replied, indicating her raindrop of choice at the same time Polly did.
“Perhaps for now, Ms. Abbott, but I’m coming for my title.”
“You know we don’t have time for this, right?” Sloane asked as they both laughed, their eyes glued to the window.
“Excuse you. There’s always time for a raindrop race.”
Sloane wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close into her side. “You’re the one who said it was time to go.”
“I’m clearly the expert then.” She kept her eyes on the window but leaned willingly into Sloane.
“I’m not sure it will be seen the same way by—”
“Ha. I win,” Polly cheered as her raindrop hit the frame half a second ahead of Sloane’s. “Who’s the Ruler of Raindrops now, huh?”
Sloane giggled and pulled them in for a quick kiss. “And I will be happy to bow down to you later, but for now, we really have to go.”
Polly hummed in that delicious way Sloane had learned meant she was thinking about them having sex. “I look forward to having you on your knees for me later then.”
“Done.”
Polly licked her lips, the action even more ridiculously seductive than usual thanks to the rich red lipstick she was wearing. “Good. Now, let’s go.”
She took hold of Sloane’s hand and started walking back up the winding little cobblestone path to their home. She led them through the house to pick up Sloane’s red velvet blazer that coordinated with her dress and out the front door to her car, tossing the keys to Sloane as she deviated at the last minute to her own passenger seat.
Sloane laughed again, catching the keys and unlocking the Subaru.
She dumped her phone into the cup holder in the center console as she climbed into the car, prompting Polly to raise her eyebrows.
“How many messages now?” they asked, eyeing the phone.
“No clue. Haven’t checked it since before I was getting ready.”
After her text to her mother a year ago, Sloane had indeed gone out and gotten a new number. She had eventually reached out to Greer for Lizzie’s sake but had banned Greer from ever giving her number out again. Evidently, the weeks of no contact had done enough to at least have Greer respecting that, even when their parents had found out Sloane had been in contact with her and attempted to force the number out of her. It was the biggest disappointment Greer had ever bestowed upon their parents, apparently, but they still got over it much more quickly than they’d gotten over stuff with Sloane.
A year later, Sloane’s number had not been passed to her parents or any random men Greer wanted to set her up with, and she acknowledged that Sloane and Polly were happy together. It had been a rocky road but, all in all, Sloane would take it.
She and Polly had seen her parents at one event for Lizzie since, and Sloane had no idea what Greer had threatened them with, but they kept their distance and Sloane was happy.
One day, she might talk to them again, but that time was not now. She was still working through all of the ways they messed her—and Greer—up and her life was better, happier, safer as it was.
“You can look if you like,” Sloane said, gesturing to the phone with her hand. “She’s probably stewed long enough.”
One of the ways she’d installed boundaries for her peace of mind in the last year was to set her phone to do not disturb mode. Polly’s number was allowed to bypass the block but everyone else sat waiting until she looked at her phone, ready to face her messages. It had been tough at first, fighting the constant need to be on and reachable, but it was better now.
Greer had gotten somewhat used to the system but she still couldn’t believe Sloane left her waiting a lot of the time. In Greer’s world, every little thing she had to say was still the most urgent thing in the world.
Sloane supposed some things never changed.
When there were big events coming up, she was still particularly prone to hounding Sloane, but Sloane’s boundaries and Polly’s support made it manageable.
Polly picked up the phone and unlocked it before barking out a laugh.
“Take a guess,” she said, waving the phone as Sloane pulled out of their driveway.
“Ooh, today? Nine? Ten?”
Polly laughed again. “Seventeen.”
Sloane shot her a look. “Seventeen? What can she possibly have to say that’s worth seventeen messages?”
They scrolled for a moment. “Looks to be the same two or three things over and over again. She’s obviously doing that thing again where she thinks if she asks in different ways you’ll get back to her quicker.”
“I’ll get back to her when I get back to her. She’ll see me when she sees me. Everything will be fine.”
“It will.” Polly tapped at the phone again. “Oh, and a message from Mabel saying to call her as soon as you get this. Sent… five minutes ago.”
Sloane’s brow furrowed. “Is she okay?”
“I hope so. Want me to call her back?”
Sloane nodded, merging onto the highway. Polly hit dial the minute she nodded.
“Sloane,” she heard Mabel’s voice yell from the other end of the phone.
“Polly, actually,” they said, causing Sloane to glance her way in amusement, her eyes catching on the emerald engagement ring Polly wore. Even in the dark it sparkled and made Sloane feel giddy inside.
“Put me on speaker so she can hear me,” Mabel demanded, though she was yelling so loud Sloane could already hear her.
“Hello, Mabel,” Sloane said as Polly held the phone out.
“Want to tell me why the hell you’re not here and I am?” Mabel seethed.
They both laughed.
“We’re on our way to a party.”
“Oh, so you are coming?”
“Mabel,” Sloane said, exasperated but amused. “No. We told you this.”
“When did you tell me you were abandoning me at Greer’s sixth wedding anniversary?”
“When you were over about three days after the invites went out.”
There was quiet over the line for a minute from Mabel, the sounds of a restaurant swirling lightly in the background—L’Oceano again. Polly was using her free hand to stifle her laughter as they waited for Mabel’s response.
“Are you talking about that dinner party you two had when Polly’s hot colleague was there?” she asked eventually, slowly putting the pieces together.
“Yes, exactly that.”
“Sloane, how could you do this to me?”
She shot Polly a bewildered look. “Do what to you? You literally had a whole conversation with us about it.”
“Well, I clearly wasn’t paying attention, was I? You had that hot person there. What do you expect me to do?”
“Pay attention when I’m speaking if you’re going to yell at me about it later, maybe?”
“Sloane,” she whined, grunting when Polly’s laughter finally escaped.
“Mabel,” Sloane whined back, “you said you still wanted to go because Shravya still works there and you wanted to know if she was single now.”
“She’s not.” Mabel huffed out a breath. “I already asked.”
“Ahh, I see. So now you’re being angry at me because she can’t serve as a distraction?” Sloane laughed.
“Maybe I’m just sad I don’t get to watch you two basically fuck at the table again.”
Polly and Sloane looked at each other and smirked, remembering exactly what they did at that table, and in the bathroom, and in the hotel down the street…
Sloane looked back at the road before she turned the car around and took Polly home to make her come. “Sorry we can’t help you, Mabel, but we’re sure you’ll have a great night.”
“Get the polenta and goat’s cheese,” Polly added. “We really love it.”
From the corner of her eye, Sloane saw Polly smiling beautifully at her and it caused her own smile to grow into a full, toothy grin. They really had enjoyed it. So much so, they’d stopped by on their way through on a trip a few months ago. They told people it was for the polenta, and it partly was. It was also so they could revisit that bathroom, but everyone else didn’t need to know that.
“Ugh, fine. But you two owe me.”
Polly laughed. “For what?”
“For defending your honor in your absence.”
“We’re very grateful. You truly are doing the lord’s work,” Polly said faux-solemnly.
“Where are you two even going?”
Sloane snorted, pulling them into the driveway of a very fancy house. “That hot person from Polly’s work? Their name is Nureet, by the way. I’m sure you remember. Their engagement party is tonight.”
Mabel whined dramatically. “Why are all the hot ones taken? Fuck my life.”
“They’re not,” Polly said cheerfully. “You’re a hot one and you’re available. We know your perfect match is out there too, and they will be lucky to have you.”
“Easy for you to say as one half of the cutest couple in the world. I just lost two hot people in one evening.”
Sloane rolled her eyes, turning in her seat to face Polly now that they were parked. She didn’t dare point out that neither Shravya nor Nureet were hers to lose in the first place. Nor did she mention that she and Polly actually did have someone for her to meet at their next dinner party who might be interested. She was great and pretty and, most importantly, single. But if Mabel knew, she’d work herself into an anxious ball of yearning before they even met, so Sloane and Polly had decided it was best not to mention it.
“We know you’ll find someone great because you’re superb, Mabel,” Sloane told her sincerely. “But for now, we have to love you and leave you, sorry. We’re here.”
“Fine,” Mabel sighed, drawing the sound out. “Go have an amazing time in the matching outfits I know you’re wearing, and be the dream couple you absolutely are. Can’t wait to see you both on Thursday.”
“Ooh, same,” Polly said, bouncing slightly in her seat.
She was so adorable, Sloane could never get enough of all their little gestures and reactions.
The pair of them had been working together on building a doll’s house for Lizzie’s birthday and they couldn’t wait to give it to her. Polly had spent all morning painting tiny little flowers along the front of it. Their excitement about it, and their relationship with Lizzie, made it worth putting up with Greer’s nonsense every day of the week for Sloane.
There was, of course, the obligatory Halloween-themed birthday party tomorrow, but just as with the anniversary dinner tonight, Sloane and Polly had opted out, choosing instead to see Lizzie in the middle of the week, closer to her actual birthday, and without Sloane’s parents.
She smiled besottedly at Polly as they bid Mabel a temporary goodbye and snuck a quick kiss before getting out of the car.
There were so many people here and the driveway was so long that they had quite a walk to the front door despite arriving only ten minutes after the invite time, far from the last to arrive.
Sloane laced her fingers with Polly’s as they both looked up at the absolute mansion they were walking towards.
“This place is huge,” Polly whispered.
“Very,” Sloane agreed. “My apologies that Nureet managed to score a millionaire at Blooms and you just got a lowly landscaper.”
Polly shook her head and Sloane knew she was rolling her eyes. “I got my soul mate and so did Neet. That’s worth more than all the money in the world.”
“I love you so much,” Sloane said, stopping them to give her a sweet, tender kiss, filled with all the promise of their life together.
“I love you too,” Polly whispered against her lips.
“Okay, let’s go celebrate the incredibly happy couple.”
Sloane didn’t actually mind that she wasn’t a millionaire or that Nureet had managed to fall in love with one. They were so happy. Everyone knew neither member of the happy couple would care if the other didn’t have a cent to their name, just like Polly and Sloane. Both couples worked and that was all that really mattered.
“Let’s,” Polly agreed easily. “Besides, can you imagine how much time you must have to spend cleaning all these rooms? I would much rather clean fewer rooms and spend the rest of my time kissing you.”
Sloane hummed and leaned in to kiss Polly’s neck as they walked. “Sounds like the perfect life to me,” she said against their throat.
“To me too.”



Author’s Note
Thank you, sincerely, for reading!
Polly and Sloane will always have a special place in my heart. The two of them share a whole host of parts of me: nonbinary, demi, anxiety disorders, family dynamics… Their story is inextricably linked to me. So, while this story is not at all my life, my experiences have influenced what you just read on the page.
If what you read resonated, I’m so glad. If it didn’t, that’s okay too. There are so many ways to experience all of the parts of our identities and no two people will ever feel the exact same way. I hope simply that you enjoyed Sloane and Polly’s story and that what happened in the book felt right for them.
As ever, thank you so much for taking the time to read this. I hope to see you in the next one.
 



About the Author
 
 
 
 
Jacqueline (she/they) is a genderqueer, demisexual lesfic writer. She enjoys tea and books.
 
You can catch them on Twitter, @Jac_Ramsden, or sign up for their mailing list here to learn all about new releases, grab copies of ARCs, and just generally hear all the fun stuff first.
 



Books By This Author
All the Right Wrong Reasons
 
When Norah’s new girlfriend, Perry, turns out to be the hacker in her latest PI case, and not the journalist she seems, her whole case starts looking a little more complicated and a lot more personal. Under pressure from an insufferable heir to solve the case, her inside source switching sides, and her feelings for Perry deepening, will Norah choose her work, or will she choose the woman who’s too perfect for her to let go—and the life of crime she leads?



Table of Contents
Content warnings
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six
Seven
Eight
Nine
Ten
Eleven
Twelve
Thirteen
Fourteen
Fifteen
Sixteen
Seventeen
Eighteen
Nineteen
Twenty
Twenty-One
Twenty-Two
Twenty-Three
Twenty-Four
Twenty-Five
Epilogue
Author’s Note
About the Author
Books By This Author


cover1.jpeg





