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CHAPTER 1
 
 
 
Neve Davenport was being dumped.
She stared as the entire store around her became a blur. A moment ago, it had been televisions and laptops, speakers and hoovers. Now, it was Roxanne, dumping her, in the middle of a Best Buy.
Who got dumped in the middle of an electronics store?
Neve stared at Roxanne’s lips. It wasn’t the first time she’d done that, but it was the first time she’d done it like this.
They kept moving, talking, like her words weren’t tearing apart everything Neve had thought she’d known when Roxanne had picked her up and brought her here.
She almost groaned. Roxanne had brought her here. She couldn’t at least have had the courtesy to drive her home first? Was she planning on leaving Neve here? Abandoning her in the middle of the mall? Or was she still planning on driving her home?
As Neve felt the floor swaying beneath her feet, her face burned. Her weekend bag was in Roxanne’s car. She hadn’t been planning on going home. Roxanne had told her not to plan on going home. She’d texted all night, talking about being desperate to see Neve today and how she really needed some retail therapy with her favorite girl in the world. She’d talked about what they’d have for dinner tonight. What they’d have for breakfast on Sunday morning.
None of it had felt wrong. None of it had felt like a lie.
Sure, there had been the slight pang that struck up in Neve’s heart when Roxanne mentioned the friends she was out with, always caveated with the fact that she couldn’t tell them about Neve yet, but that had been the case for the entire nine months they’d been dating. It didn’t matter that it made Neve’s insides squirm uncomfortably. She’d had nine months of being Roxanne’s dirty little secret. It wasn’t going away.
Except, now, it was.
And not in the way Neve had hoped for.
It wasn’t that she was trying to force Roxanne out of the closet before she was ready or safe. Neve understood that she couldn’t tell her family yet. She’d understood every time Roxanne spoke about them, every time she’d returned from being around them, filled with tales of barely veiled—sometimes entirely unveiled—homophobic things they’d said. It wasn’t safe around them. Roxanne wasn’t safe around them.
But her friends? That had never made any sense at all. They were all forward-thinking. All completely accepting. From the one time Neve had accidentally met them—a moment she preferred not to think about thanks to the look of complete horror on Roxanne’s face when they’d run into a handful of her friends at a movie theater—they seemed nice. Neve had even wondered whether a couple of them might also be queer. But Roxanne had insisted. She’d wanted to keep Neve safe and separate. And Neve hadn’t ever wanted to push her too hard.
Maybe she’d just never wanted the answers to questions she knew better than to ask.
“I just don’t think it’s going to work, you know?” Roxanne said.
Neve struggled to refocus on Roxanne’s whole face. It wasn’t as though she spent every moment of their relationship imagining this happening, but, if she had imagined it, she’d have imagined Roxanne seeming a little more… emotional? Invested, perhaps. A little less indifferent, and a little more like she was breaking up with the person she’d just spent nine months of her life supposedly in love with.
Did people do this to the ones they loved?
Or was this a particular kind of torture reserved especially for Neve?
“Why?” she asked, her voice croaky and uncomfortable. For as little emotion as Roxanne seemed to have about the breakup, Neve was overflowing with it.
Roxanne tilted her head. Something about the movement seemed patronizing. She smiled slightly—who smiled when they were dumping someone?
Neve hated it.
“Come on, Ne-Ne. You know why.”
Neve’s blood ran cold, and not just because the nickname felt like a knife being driven into her heart. Part of their cover, their plausible deniability if they ran into other people when they were out together, was never to use nicknames in public because then you couldn’t slip up in front of other people. One of Roxanne’s many rules.
And Neve had gone along with all of them.
But that wasn’t what hurt the most.
She’d heard that line before. She’d told Roxanne about that line. It was the line she’d used in explanation for why she wasn’t interested in dating when she and Roxanne first met. It was the line she wore like armor around her heart. If she used it for defensive purposes, that same sentiment could never hurt her again.
Or so she’d thought.
Roxanne ran her finger along the shelf to her left. Neve couldn’t even register what was on the shelf.
“Do I?” she managed to whisper, feeling all the ways her heart was cracking—all the ways she felt like she was cracking. Crumbling into a million pieces from yet another partner dumping her because she wasn’t… normal.
She hated that word. She’d spent so much time trying to get away from that word, trying not to think it about herself. She didn’t think it about anyone else, so why about herself?
Because everyone else, it seemed, knew what was expected of them and they just got on with it. And she couldn’t. She couldn’t bring herself to want sex. She couldn’t change her sexuality, no matter how hard she tried, and now it was costing her another relationship.
She’d thought this one was different. She’d thought Roxanne understood. She’d said she did. She’d said she got it, what with her family being the way they were. It wasn’t the same, but she understood.
Now, though, she stood there, looking oddly serene as she broke up with Neve and repeated those words.
Neve was supposed to know why it would never work. Neve was supposed to understand that nobody could be expected to put up without sex like that…
Roxanne turned, strolling casually down the aisle. “It’s not like we’re really in each other’s lives, is it? Not really. I’ve got my stuff, you’ve got yours. We’ve had a nice run, but it was never going to last.”
Neve felt certain that the minute she attempted to follow, she was going to fall down, her body entirely incapable of functioning. But, the alternative was letting Roxanne talk louder and louder the further away she got, and this was already humiliating enough. The last thing Neve needed was other people listening in on her being dumped.
She followed slowly, feeling unsteady. Her brain couldn’t think of a single thing to say. They weren’t truly in each other’s lives because of Roxanne, because she’d wanted to keep things safe. But they’d still had nine months together. That was long enough to declare their love, long enough to be invested. It was long enough to grow a whole human. Neither of them had done that, but nine months was plenty of time to make permanent decisions. Roxanne had never done a single thing that suggested they were in it for a good time, not a long time—other than keeping Neve a secret, but she’d had her reasons, she’d promised it was temporary…
Neve’s insides burned. Nine months was also plenty of time to realize that you needed sex in your relationship, too.
She tried, she really did. But Roxanne had wanted things from her she just couldn’t do. Or, she could do them, but her heart wasn’t in them, no matter how hard she tried. And every time, her mind was filled with a parade of all the other times she’d tried—with Roxanne and others—and all the other times she’d felt itchy and uncomfortable, unenthusiastic and unsafe. And Roxanne would huff and tell her to stop, and then they wouldn’t talk for days, not until Roxanne was ready to forgive her for, once again, disappointing, upsetting, and inadvertently rejecting her.
Neve had never been trying to reject her. She loved Roxanne. She just couldn’t feel love that way. And she couldn’t pretend to feel safe when she didn’t.
She stared at the back of Roxanne’s head and knew she should have tried harder.
Nine months was a long time feeling rejected by your partner. Of course Roxanne wasn’t going to stick around for all that.
Roxanne reached the end of the aisle, pausing as she toyed with a hanging display. It took longer than Neve would have liked to register that they were brightly colored, wired earphones.
She looked up at Roxanne, her eyes and her throat burning. “I’m sorry…”
Roxanne smiled softly, the way she’d done a million times before, but it had always seemed warmer. “We’d never be able to tell my family, so it’s not like it could ever have gone anywhere.”
Was that her reasoning? Neve wasn’t convinced. That was the excuse. Roxanne wasn’t a bad person. For nine months, she’d been a lovely person—warm, loving, engaging. She’d probably realized what she’d said, and what it meant to Neve, and now she was walking it back. She’d probably come into this always planning on using her family as an excuse, wanting to save Neve from the truth of the fact that she was never going to be enough, and the truth had just slipped out. That phrase that was in everyone’s mind just bursting from her unbidden.
They both knew the truth, though. Roxanne wanted something Neve could never give her. And that was okay.
Neve sucked in a breath. “You deserve all the things you want in a relationship. I’m sorry I couldn’t—”
“Thank you,” Roxanne said, her gaze jumping from Neve’s face to something over her shoulder. “Oh my god, Clarey! What are you doing here?”
Neve moved but wasn’t fast enough. Roxanne jostled her as she dashed back down the aisle and practically jumped into the arms of a waiting blonde woman. Nothing about her actions suggested she was in the middle of a breakup. Nothing about her actions implied she even realized she’d jostled Neve.
Nothing about her actions implied Neve even mattered.
Clare—or Clarey, as Roxanne apparently referred to her to her face—was a woman Neve had never met, and now, never would.
She felt like she might throw up. Suddenly, it didn’t matter that she had no way of getting home. It didn’t matter that she had a bag of her things in Roxanne’s car. It didn’t matter that she had no way to get them back without Roxanne—she could buy new things.
All that mattered was her need to escape. She couldn’t be here when Roxanne remembered she existed and tried to play her off like a random friend who was having a bad day—for how else would she explain Neve’s heartbreak?
She couldn’t be here if Clare realized someone was staring at them, on the brink of tears, before Roxanne even remembered Neve existed. She couldn’t be here as she fell apart.
Even if Roxanne and Clare left her all alone, sobbing on the floor beside a display of multicolored earphones was not how she wanted to spend her Saturday. Of course, none of this was how she wanted to spend her Saturday, but especially not that.
She couldn’t even remember Roxanne saying she needed anything electrical. Had she specifically brought Neve here to break up with her? Had she presumed they wouldn’t run into anyone they knew here? Had she not thought breaking up in or outside Neve’s apartment would have been kinder? Had she not considered doing it over the phone, even?
A million answers Neve would never get to a million questions she should never ask.
She turned away, almost swaying over into the display, and, despite feeling like she was on a boat, out at sea, she headed for the exit. Her stomach churned and her head spun. Her eyes burned, and the lump in her throat was almost unbearable. Through it all, she could barely even remember where they’d come in. She paused, searching desperately for the exit. Everything was swimming, everything felt wrong. She could barely breathe, the whole store felt stifling.
She turned in a circle, finally spotting the sign for the exit, and bolted for the door.
The cold spring air hit her like ice. She knew it was chilly today, but it wasn’t nearly as cold as she felt. She only had seconds to register it as she attempted to throw herself away from the store, away from Roxanne, and away from any awkward encounters with Roxanne and Clare should they leave, before she stumbled and smacked directly into a solid, warm body.
Neve stared up in horror as two gloved hands gripped her shoulders in an effort to steady her. Warm, kind eyes smiled down at her, but all she wanted to do was cry. She felt as though she couldn’t do anything right. She couldn’t even get out of everyone’s way without charging into someone and ruining their day.
“Are you okay?” the woman who was still holding her asked, her brow furrowing and her eyes becoming filled with concern as she took Neve in.
Neve looked at her, hating more than ever that this was where Roxanne had chosen to dump her. She was all alone in the world. Lost, with no clear way home, her things in someone else’s car—someone who didn’t even want her, had maybe never really wanted her, not as she truly was.
And this stranger, this person she would never see again, was the only thing holding her together and asking whether she was okay.
What else did she have to lose?
Neve shook her head. “No. I don’t think that I am.” And her sobs came in earnest. 



CHAPTER 2
 
 
 
Alba wrapped an arm securely around the shoulders of the woman who had just collided with her. She had no idea what had happened, but she had no doubt that the flood of tears was not simply the product of having run face-first into a stranger at the mall. That was a little embarrassing, perhaps, but, on a good day, the two of them would have laughed it off and gone their separate ways. For this particular woman, though, the second Alba had looked down into her face, she’d known something was very wrong.
She glanced around, inwardly cursing the lack of benches, before leading the pair of them off towards a low wall, some half-bare landscaping providing a little cover from those coming and going to the parking lot.
The woman went willingly enough, hiding her face in her hands, her chin to her own chest. Alba figured she’d probably do the same thing if the roles were reversed. Though she couldn’t help but wonder whether both of them should have more of a sense of safety and refrain from allowing strangers to lead them off to hidden areas of massive parking lots.
“Here,” she said softly, guiding the woman down onto the wall and sitting beside her, one arm still wrapped around her shoulders.
They sat in relative silence for several minutes, the only sounds being those of the environment and the woman’s quiet sobs. Alba hated how obviously she was attempting to stop them, how stiffly she was holding her muscles as she attempted to stifle her sadness. She wanted to say that it was okay to cry, that the woman could let it all out, no shame, no grudges held, but she got the feeling the woman needed the silence to feel like she wasn’t crying on a stranger, to find the strength to carry on.
Alba focused instead on the birds flying overhead, landing in the trees, and twittering to one another. In her peripheral vision, however, she couldn’t help but notice the way the light caught in the woman’s hair. She wasn’t entirely sure how she’d describe the color of it—something that seemed to sit at the intersection between blonde, red, and light brown—but she couldn’t help thinking about how the lightest hairs sparkled in the sun.
Eventually, and though Alba could still feel how tense the woman’s shoulders were, even through her own gloves and the woman’s coat, the tears subsided slightly and the woman sat up straighter. She glanced quickly at Alba, her blotchy face only serving to highlight how piercingly blue her eyes were.
She took several steadying breaths and Alba simply smiled softly at her, fully prepared to wait as long as the woman needed.
“I’m so sorry,” she croaked, clearing her throat immediately upon hearing her own voice.
Alba inclined her head towards the woman. “It’s really okay. You’re welcome to cry it out as long as you need. Sometimes, we just need someone to sit with us while we cry.”
She laughed, the noise was something bitter and sad. “Usually with someone we know, not some random person we just literally ran headlong into.”
Alba laughed with none of the bitterness. “Perhaps, but I think it’s easier, maybe, to do it with someone we don’t know.”
Those blue eyes and blotchy cheeks turned, fully focusing for the first time on Alba’s face. She narrowed her eyes, considering. “You think so?”
“Definitely.” She almost laughed at the confused scowl, but she figured being laughed at was the last thing the poor woman needed. She shrugged. “Think about it. We’ve never met before, we’ll probably never meet again. Whatever happens in this moment exists only here. No matter what you tell me, no matter what I see, it’s not going to matter in any kind of consequential way once we part. You’re never going to have to regret what you told me, or how you were, because who will know about it? Who is going to say anything about it? You could slam every person you’ve ever known and you’d never have to regret it because I don’t know those people. You’re not going to have to face me knowing that you spilled how you were feeling about people in a dark moment.”
“Huh.” She turned away, staring at the worn tarmac and its faded parking lines. “But we’d still both know.”
“True, but do you care what a stranger you’ll never see again thinks?”
She chewed her lip, ducking her head again. “A little bit,” she murmured.
Alba breathed a laugh. “That’s fair. I have been told I can be a little shameless. Perhaps it’s different for other people.”
“Perhaps,” she agreed, somewhat absently, and Alba found herself wanting to know what the woman was thinking.
“Okay, think about it this way, then: whoever has upset you is not someone I know. You can say whatever you want about them and what happened, really get it off your chest, and, when you’ve gotten the worst of it out, you’ll be prepared to discuss it in a more measured way with the people in your life. All the people you’re worried about saying the wrong thing around, or worried that they’ll start judging someone they know based on one angry moment, they won’t be a problem. You can get all of that out on a stranger who has no skin in the game.”
She looked intrigued by the idea for half a second before a shadow crossed her face and she huffed a breath.
“What is it?” Alba asked, unable to stop herself.
“It doesn’t really work that way when the person who upset you is someone almost nobody in your life knows about.”
Alba’s mind swirled as she attempted to put the pieces together. Something secret, something hurtful, something that clearly made this woman feel worthless.
Even without knowing the woman or anything that was happening in her life, Alba knew she deserved better.
“Or,” she continued, “when you can’t bear the idea of having to listen to the people who do know telling you again that… that really can’t be too bad, and what’s the harm in it?”
Something in her quiet, resentful voice and the way she avoided what she was talking about felt like a vice clamping around Alba’s ribs. She could only imagine what it must feel like inside the woman.
“Well,” she said carefully, “I am not someone in your life, but I am here right now, and I’m available to listen if you want to tell someone about it. I promise not to belittle you or tell you there’s no harm done.”
The woman breathed another bitter laugh and Alba’s heart ached for whatever it was that had weighed this woman so far down it felt like she would drown under the weight of it.
For several moments Alba simply watched her in her peripheral vision as the woman fidgeted with her hands in her lap, her side still pressed against Alba with seemingly no urgency to get away. But, eventually, she let out a heavy breath, glanced at Alba, and said, “I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable.”
Alba paused. She’d said it like an introduction, like a primer to a bigger reveal, but, when she didn’t go on, Alba shook her head. “I promise I’m really not that easy to make uncomfortable.”
Her expression quirked and Alba couldn’t decide whether she was amused or doubtful, but she took a deep breath and continued. “I just got dumped.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“In the middle of Best Buy.”
“Oh, no.” Alba worked to find an expression that conveyed a socially appropriate amount of horror at such a revelation from a stranger. Inside, though, she felt the same burning rage as if her best friend had just told her that same thing.
“Yeah. With the same words other exes have said to me when the reason is just so apparent to all of them and I’m the idiot for not understanding it was coming.”
Alba blew out a heavy breath. That was low. She didn’t even need to ask if the latest ex knew others had used those same words, it was apparent they did.
“And, to make things better, she’s the one who drove me here and a weekend bag of my stuff is locked in her car because she’d insisted she wanted me to stay over at her place this weekend.”
Alba winced. Who did that? If you knew you were breaking up with someone, wouldn’t you do it… literally anywhere else? And anywhen else? Not when you’d seemingly picked them up for the weekend?
“Must have been one hell of a fight about refrigerators,” Alba said, looking for anything that might make the woman feel the slightest bit better, while also conveying that Alba was happy to hear more, but absolutely not pressuring her. The last thing she needed was pressure.
She made a noise that started as a laugh and ended as a choked sob. Something about her expression as the noise trailed off looked too tortured to only be about this breakup. Alba couldn’t help but think that along with their relationship, the woman’s ex had taken something bigger from her, some dream of a future she now felt would never come. That was probably what happened when your partner broke up with you using words plagiarized from your exes.
“Chance would be a fine thing…” the woman muttered, mostly to herself, and Alba’s heart broke for her.
“It’s her loss,” Alba said firmly. She didn’t need to know either of them to feel that way. Even breaking up via text would have been kinder than this.
The woman shook her head, her eyes filling with tears again. “I don’t think that’s true. If I could be… better then none of this would be happening.”
Alba frowned slightly. Whatever had happened, it was clear that the sobbing woman blamed herself. There was something unbelievably heavy and broken in her words, like she knew exactly what the problem was but didn’t have a way to fix it, and not simply because she didn’t want to. And wasn’t that worse? It was one thing to break up with someone because you wanted different things, but repeatedly being left over the same thing—as seemed to be the case here—was a unique form of torture, especially if it was something foundational about you that you just couldn’t change, no matter how hard you tried.
Alba squeezed her shoulder. “You deserve someone who loves you for exactly who you are. Those are the people who won’t leave you feeling like this. And this is just a temporary stop along the way to that. Even if it hurts like hell right now, it won’t always.”
“It will,” she gasped, sounding low on air. “It keeps happening and there’s nothing I can do about it. I thought I found someone who understood, but it was just an illusion. Nobody is going to want to live that life.”
Whatever it was, Alba was certain she must know she wasn’t alone in the world, but she was also certain it must feel like she was. Breakups were always like that. It didn’t make them any easier, even if you didn’t add the extra layer that was at play here.
“I hear you, and I’m here with you,” she replied quietly, shuffling a tiny bit closer to the woman to hold her tighter again. Sometimes, all you could do for someone was hold them together physically while they fell apart emotionally.
She laughed wetly, burying her head in Alba’s shoulder. “As if I wasn’t being embarrassing enough. Now, I’m falling apart on a complete stranger and ruining their whole day.”
“We already went through this. It’s totally okay. We all deserve to have someone there for us when the world is falling apart, and, if the universe provides a stranger, so be it. There’s a reason for that too, even if we don’t understand it.”
“You believe in fate?”
Alba shrugged. “I believe in a lot of things. I don’t think fate is particularly simple, but, yeah, I think I was where I needed to be today.”
“Why would you think this is where you needed to be? Surely you had other things to do?”
“Nothing more important than this.”
“You don’t even know me.”
“It’s more interesting that way.”
She laughed, the sound a little less bitter than before, and Alba was certain her usual laugh must be beautiful. “You’re so odd.”
“Mm. Yes. Best way to be if you ask me. Running around, supporting women, being mysterious… Sounds like a great day to me.”
She pulled back, sniffling and wiping at her face. “You really don’t have to be nice to me.”
Alba smiled. “I know, but I want to. Even if you want to scream and kick and tear the world down, you deserve to have someone being nice to you.”
“I’m pretty sure such behavior is generally frowned upon and you’re not supposed to be nice to people doing that.”
“Never been much of a fan of what I’m supposed to do. Go your own way, I say.”
She stared for a moment, her blue eyes sparkling through the tears. “Do you think so?”
Alba nodded earnestly. “I really do.”
“You don’t think that just leads to you being…” She took a deep breath that seemed to get stuck in her throat. “All alone?”
Alba stood, watching her carefully. “No, I don’t. I think the road can be messy and lonely at times, but, in the end, I think it gets you to the people you need. The ones who stick with you through the stormy days.”
She looked away, her emotions warring on her face. “I really hope that’s true.”
“It is.”
She laughed but still didn’t look up at Alba. “You seem awfully sure.”
“I am. The universe led me to you today. Everything works out in the end.”
“You say that like me running into you was a good thing.”
“It was.” Alba shrugged. “Today might be a terrible day, but at least you didn’t have to ride this part out alone. And… at least you have a way to get home now.”
Her head snapped up. “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly.”
“You could possibly, and you will, because I’m offering, I want to, and that seems far safer than you trying to figure out some other way home alone.”
“I can… call a taxi or something.”
Alba bent slightly, to look her directly in the eyes. “If you would feel safer not having me drive you home, that’s totally okay, and you can tell me. No problem.”
“Oh. No… Uh, no, it’s not that. It’s just… I’ve already caused you more than enough trouble today.”
“You’ve been no trouble at all. And I really want to help you get home safely.”
She fidgeted and shuffled along the wall she was still perched on. “Well, I guess, if you’re sure?”
Alba grinned. “Absolutely. Plus, you just get to help me avoid the things I’m supposed to be doing. And you know how I hate those.”
Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. If you’re supposed to be somewhere or meeting someone—”
“It’s nothing that can’t wait,” she insisted, pulling her phone out to text her cousin that she was caught up with something important and would be late.
“I really would be fine—”
Alba waved her phone in the air before sliding it back into her pocket. “All taken care of.”
The woman watched her like she’d just pulled a rabbit from thin air, as though she’d done something so magical and spectacular and confusing that it didn’t make any sense at all. Whoever the woman was who’d broken up with her, she’d clearly not been doing a very thorough job of making her feel important even before the breakup. It was Alba’s experience that those who became overwhelmed by kindness were those who thought the people in their lives were kind, but really, they’d just been the kind ones all along and they’d gotten used to putting up with less-than-mediocre treatment, believing it was the best that they deserved.
She held a hand out to the woman, noticing again how the sunlight caught in her unusually colored hair. It really was quite mesmerizingly beautiful.
The woman took a deep breath and avoided Alba’s gaze as she accepted the hand up from the wall.
“No judging my car. The stuff in the backseat is for work. It’s usually a lot tidier.”
She looked up at Alba in confusion. “I don’t think I’m in any position to be judging anyone today.”
“Being sad doesn’t remove your right to experience other emotions. People do loads of things heartbroken, and that’s okay.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“Come on. I’ll race you.” And Alba took off running, still holding the woman’s hand, before she could start spiraling on the emotions she was and wasn’t supposed to be feeling.
The startled sound that became a confused laugh as she caught up with what was happening told Alba her efforts were working. 



CHAPTER 3
 
 
 
Neve groaned. She’d been asleep on the couch for hours, and, while it was a pretty nice couch, it did not lend itself to extended periods of sleep.
She fumbled for her phone, still tucked inside her coat pocket—a coat she’d wrestled herself out of and dropped on the floor in front of the couch. It would be embarrassing if her roommates found her like this.
It would also be embarrassing because they were a couple and Neve, suddenly… wasn’t.
She swallowed hard around the lump in her throat. She couldn’t keep crying about it. Well, she could, but she didn’t want to. Part of her was angry with herself for being so upset over someone who broke up with her in a Best Buy. But, maybe—
She cut the thought off, finally waking her phone up and noticing the time. After midnight. That meant Alice and Charlie were probably home. It would be weird if they weren’t. They’d gotten home, likely hours ago, seen Neve on the couch, her things strewn haphazardly around her, and just left her there. They both knew she was supposed to be gone tonight, at Roxanne’s. Sense dictated that they’d have put the pieces together.
Put the pieces together and felt too sorry for her to even wake her up. Just let her sleep. She needs it.
Neve grimaced, burying her face in one of the couch cushions. As if the day hadn’t been embarrassing enough. Could it really get much worse? Dumped. In public. Rescued by a stranger who Neve then cried all over. Her bag still sitting in her ex-girlfriend’s car. Giving into sleep for the entire day. And, finally, being pitied by her best friends. Great. Wonderful day. She hoped tomorrow would be just as good.
She clambered inelegantly off the couch, feeling a headrush when she wrestled herself upright. It had been a long time since she’d slept that heavily in a bed let alone on a couch with other people coming and going.
The kitchen was dark, but the rest of the flat was quiet, so she slipped the light on, being careful not to make too much noise. It was already tomorrow. No longer the day Neve had been dumped. Despite how it felt, life went on and everything was okay. She didn’t need to start this day with the inevitable pity and questions and sympathetic but slightly judging looks.
She opened the fridge and found the pity anyway.
We made enchiladas. Help yourself to the rest.
Hope it helps xoxo
She knew they meant well, and she appreciated the gesture—Charlie’s enchiladas were to die for—it was just that sinking feeling that Neve was a child again. Couldn’t do anything right, couldn’t be in a relationship right, couldn’t do sex right, couldn’t be an adult right. Would she forever be relegated to sitting home with pitying meals from a revolving door of flatmates who stopped here before moving on to their real lives?
She thought she’d done it, thought she was finally getting what everyone else got. Worst of all, she thought she’d finally been understood. Maybe you didn’t get understanding if you couldn’t meet everyone exactly where you were supposed to in a relationship?
She took the enchiladas from the fridge, debating whether microwaving them would make too much noise and deciding that she’d never once heard someone microwave food while she was sleeping, so it was likely fine. However, once she was watching them dance around the glowing microwave, she felt the weight weighing on her again. She didn’t want to believe the ridiculous, untrue talking points. She didn’t want them to be true. They probably weren’t true. She knew they weren’t true.
But sometimes they felt it.
Maybe that was just what it was like when you were slightly out of step with something others felt was the pinnacle of human existence. She wished she knew what it felt like. Sort of. It was complicated.
“Hey,” said a soft voice from the doorway behind her.
Neve jumped, whirling in a panic like she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t. “Charlie. Jesus. Hi.”
Charlie looked around exaggeratedly. “Didn’t realize I’d brought the big guy with me.”
“What?” It took a minute. “Oh. Right. Sorry.”
Charlie smiled. It was very almost her ordinary smile, but, just under the surface, Neve could feel it: pity, concern. Judgment?
“I didn’t mean to wake you,” Neve said, turning back to the microwave and stopping it before its loud beeps could sound. “Just woke up famished.”
“I was still awake. Just reading, you know?”
“Ah, of course.” Neve nodded as she pulled her food out of the microwave. Charlie was a voracious reader who’d never met a queer book she didn’t like. Both Neve and Alice were waiting for the day she didn’t like one, because no person could like every single book they ever read, but so far, Charlie defied both them and logic. “What was it tonight?”
“Ahh, a riveting tale of lady pirates, hidden treasure, mistaken identities, and a very sexy little scene out on deck…”
Neve frowned. “Orgy, or just the thrill of getting caught?”
Charlie laughed. “The thrill. Though, if the author wants to work in a whole crew orgy, that’d be hot.”
“You should email them that feedback.”
“I’ll consider it.”
Neve felt Charlie’s eyes on her as she sat down at the little kitchen table. She knew what was coming, but she wished it wasn’t. Neve didn’t know the book they were talking about, but she’d offer to let Charlie read the entire thing aloud to her before she’d pick being questioned—
“So, Roxanne.”
There it was.
Neve swallowed a mouthful of food a little too quickly, a little too hot. The burn was unpleasant but manageable. She wasn’t sure she’d say the same about hearing Roxanne’s name. “Indeed.”
Perhaps she should have been more grateful that one of the two people in her life who actually knew about Roxanne was willing to talk about it with her. She couldn’t quite find that gratitude, though.
“You wanna talk about it?” Charlie asked.
“Absolutely not.”
“But…”
Neve sighed. “But, indeed.”
“Did you call it off or did she?”
Neve narrowed her eyes, watching Charlie as she leaned against the door frame in her tank top and shorts. “I don’t usually pack a weekend bag to go break up with someone. In fact, I don’t think most people do.”
Charlie laughed appreciatively. “Okay, fair point. Though, in my defense, most people don’t ask you to pack one for that either…”
Neve gulped, praying the burning in her eyes away. Her whole face felt puffy, her insides raw, and she hated how most of it felt like she was upset and angry with herself, not Roxanne. “Yes, well, turns out, sometimes, people ask you to pack a bag, take you to Best Buy, and dump you in the aisles, but hey, whatever works for them.”
Charlie worked hard to suppress her grimace. It didn’t work well, but at least she tried.
Neve stared at her, shocked at her own bitterness. Was being angry and bitter better or worse than being heartbroken and sobbing?
Charlie finally walked into the kitchen and collapsed into the chair opposite Neve. “You’re handling it better than I would have if she’d dumped me in a Best Buy. Must have been an awkward ride home.”
Neve glowered at her plate as she deliberately chewed and swallowed another mouthful. She figured it meant something terrible that she was glad of the burn for the distraction and relief it brought from the whole situation.
Eventually, she shrugged slightly. “I’m sure it would have been.”
Charlie’s dark brown eyes narrowed, fixed on Neve. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“She didn’t drive me home.”
The moment of silence around them felt oppressive. Somehow, it had felt easier to admit all of this to a stranger named Alba than it was to one of her best friends. Perhaps Alba had been right and it was because they’d never see each other again—it really didn’t matter what she knew. Now that Charlie knew, she’d know forever. And so would Alice.
“You’re telling me Roxanne had you pack a weekend bag, picked you up, drove you to the mall, broke up with you, and just abandoned you there?” The confusion on Charlie’s face was at least some comfort that the whole situation really was that ridiculous.
Neve nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. Oh, and she still has my bag in her car.” She hesitated. “Well, actually, that might not be fair—”
“Do we care about fair in this situation?”
Neve smiled gratefully before continuing. “She spotted someone she knew right after she… Well, you know, and she’s never been great about running into her friends while she’s out with me, so, I just… let her go and walked away. Maybe she would have driven me home?”
“If her reasoning wasn’t something that suddenly came up in the mall—like, you didn’t attack her because she wants a red kettle, did you?”
“Of course not.”
“Then, there you go. She drove you out there planning to do that. She drove you to the middle of nowhere, with no way to independently get yourself home, to break your heart.”
“I’m sure that wasn’t—”
“It definitely was.” Charlie shook her head. “Roxanne had better hope we don’t run into each other, or I’ll give her a piece of my mind.”
“That’s really not necessary.”
“Who does that?” Charlie continued as if Neve hadn’t spoken. “What a shitty thing to do. She could have done it over the phone. She could have done it here before you left. She could have done it in the car right outside. There were so many options, and she chose the shittiest one.”
“Oh, I’m sure there are worse options.”
“In this situation, no, there are not.”
Neve looked at her. It had been easier talking with Alba about this, but she couldn’t deny that there was something about having one of your best friends so obviously outraged for you, so ready to validate how horrid you’d been feeling. Maybe Neve had needed both of them today.
Maybe Neve was also overly attached to a woman she didn’t know and would never see again. But, hey, Alba was, for all intents and purposes, her knight in shining armor. Just for today, at least. And sometimes, everyone needed one of those.
Everyone also needed a friend who looked as ready to charge into battle as Charlie did.
“How did you get home, then?” she asked, her forehead creasing. “Taxi?”
“Oh, uh…” Neve felt herself blushing at how dangerous an idea it had been to get into a car with a stranger. And how pathetic it sounded to have had a breakdown on that very same stranger. “I, um, ran into someone on the way out of the store.”
“Someone you know?” The suspicious expression on Charlie’s face implied she already knew the answer.
Neve swallowed more food, looking pointedly away. “Actually, no. Just a… stranger.”
Charlie’s expression dropped and she stared at Neve deadpan. “You, heartbroken and alone, got into the car of a stranger, didn’t text me or Alice to mention it, and thought that was a good idea?”
Neve winced. “Uh, yeah, that’s… sort of how it went down. I mean, we’d already been talking for a few minutes when I got into her car, and she seemed perfectly lovely and normal.”
“How lovely. And normal. Have you learned nothing about stranger danger?”
Neve rolled her eyes and got up to clean her plate. “I’m not five.”
“So you say.”
“Oh, my god. Charlie, I promise, the situation was perfectly safe. Alba was helpful and kind, and she was there when I needed someone.”
“You could have called me, you know?”
The slightly hurt undertone had Neve cringing. The last thing she needed was to offend her best friends. She didn’t need to be more alone in the world than she already felt.
She turned slowly. “I know, sorry. I just… wasn’t thinking straight. Sorry.”
Charlie shrugged. “It’s okay. Just call us next time.”
Next time. Because they all just knew there would be a next time?
Deep down, Neve was certain Charlie didn’t mean it that way. Most relationships failed. That was just life. It wasn’t necessarily a commentary on how Neve could not, and would never be able to, maintain a relationship. But it felt like that.
“Did she give a reason?” Charlie asked, helping herself to a grape from the fruit bowl, totally oblivious to the crisis her words had given Neve.
Neve bought herself some time fussing at the sink. This was another thing she didn’t want to have to say out loud. She’d managed to tell Alba, but she didn’t really want to tell Charlie. Maybe because doing so made it really real. Telling Alba made it real enough that the breakup had happened, but telling Charlie was acknowledging that thing they apparently all knew—nobody was going to want Neve forever.
She busied herself as she set about putting the kettle on and offering Charlie tea. Would it be terrible to tell her? Would it be worse not to? Did it mean something about Neve or their friendship if she didn’t? Were you allowed to keep certain things private in a friendship? Even if you’d already told someone else? Were you allowed to postpone the inevitable pity if you didn’t want it?
Neve went back and forth the entire time the kettle brewed and as she made their drinks, Charlie simply waited for the answer as she sat at the table eating grapes.
When Neve rejoined her, she knew she had to give some answer, and, if Roxanne had given her a lie as a reason, who was to stop Neve trying to make that reason reality? Charlie had asked if Roxanne had given a reason. That was the reason she’d given. Just because Neve sensed the real reason underneath it, didn’t mean that was the thing she had to share with everyone.
“Her family,” Neve said quietly, fearing saying it any louder would give away the lie. “You know how they are. She said it wouldn’t work if we could never tell them we were together.”
“Huh.” Charlie stirred the contents of her mug, watching them pensively, as if she didn’t truly believe the reasoning. Maybe she didn’t, but Neve wasn’t going to think about that. “Maybe she should have figured that out nine months ago.”
“Yeah, but here we are. I guess at least she’ll know for the next relationship.”
Charlie studied Neve for a moment too long, making her itch and want to squirm. Neve fought hard not to give in to the urge. To do so would be tantamount to admitting her lie.
After an uncomfortably long time, Charlie looked away. “Guess so. I still can’t believe she didn’t have the courtesy to break up with you somewhere kinder.”
“Maybe she wanted a neutral space.”
“Understandable, but there’s neutral, and then there’s… whatever that was. Entrapment.”
“That’s not what entrapment means.”
“It should be.” She shook her head. “And you. I can’t believe you got in a stranger’s car. Do that again and I’ll murder you.”
“Isn’t your worry that they’re going to murder me? What difference does it make if you just murder me anyway?”
Charlie gulped her tea. “You’re heartbroken, so I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”
Neve shook her head. Her question had nothing to do with being heartbroken and everything to do with logic. What difference did it make who murdered her if someone was going to anyway?
And, honestly, the longer she thought about it, the less heartbroken she felt. She was hurt and a little angry, and heartbroken for something, but it wasn’t really Roxanne. It was more heartbroken for the version of herself that got to live a normal life with a normal love, heartbroken for the life she no longer believed she’d get.
But, Roxanne? Maybe things hadn’t been all that wonderful after all. Maybe Alba had been right when they’d sat outside Neve’s building and she’d insisted that even if someone couldn’t be out with their family, they’d still make you feel special and loved, rather than making you feel like a burden.
Maybe Neve wasn’t even all that different. Here she was, talking about her deepest fears and experiences with a stranger, but unable to tell her own best friends. Maybe she didn’t have a place judging what Roxanne would tell to whom. Wasn’t Neve doing that exact same thing? Keeping people at a distance and shutting them out to protect herself? Maybe Neve had been the threat in Roxanne’s life all along. And maybe threats weren’t enough to give up all the things you wanted for.
Maybe they’d always been heading here. Maybe Neve always would be. 



CHAPTER 4
 
 
 
Zainab threw a cushion at Alba’s face, interrupting her reverie. “Hello,” she said, emphasizing and drawing out the word in a way that suggested she’d been trying to get Alba’s attention for several minutes.
“Hello,” Alba replied, grinning. The grin turned into more of a smirk when Zainab shot her an irritated stare. “Sorry. What’s up?”
Zainab rolled her eyes, collapsing back onto their shared couch. “She asks me to get lunch with her, then just sits, staring into the middle distance instead of discussing where. And then has the audacity to act like I’m the one with the problem.”
“Who are you talking to?” Alba laughed.
“You.”
Alba shifted to look directly at Zainab. “Ah, of course, talking to me, about me, as if you’re not talking about me. Classic.”
“Keep this up and I’m never getting food with you again as long as you live.”
“Untrue. We live together, so you know you’re getting food with me all the time.”
Zainab stood again, picking up her bag. “Begrudgingly.”
Alba laughed again, shooting her a cheeky smile. They’d been friends for too long for one day of distraction to come between them. This was just how they worked.
“Are you ready now, then?” Zainab watched Alba with narrowed eyes.
“Just waiting for you,” she said, jumping up from the couch.
Zainab huffed but followed after Alba as she headed for the door, grabbing her things along the way.
Alba should have known she was simply biding her time.
As they settled into the car and Alba started driving, it didn’t register to her that they still hadn’t discussed where they were going to eat. In Alba’s mind, it felt clear, so clear she couldn’t imagine she hadn’t mentioned it to Zainab, but still, Zainab didn’t ask.
She did, however, watch Alba with a studying look. “So, are you ready to share what’s going on with you yet or not?”
Alba frowned as she merged onto the highway. “Nothing’s going on with me.”
Zainab scoffed. “Yeah, right. You’ve been weird for days.”
“How so?”
“Seriously?” She sighed heavily. “Staring off into space, looking worried half the time. Something’s on your mind, and it’s not like you to keep things so closely guarded.”
Alba wasn’t sure that was true. There were things she kept guarded, but, as she thought about it, she supposed the general point was true. The only things she usually kept so private were things she tried not to think about around other people. When she was obviously preoccupied by something, she supposed she did usually talk about it.
She wasn’t really sure why she hadn’t talked about it this time—well, other than the fact that it was weird to still be so consumed by thoughts of a stranger she’d met a week ago. She’d met plenty of strangers over the years, and she seldom spent so much time thinking about them. Maybe she wasn’t talking about it because she didn’t want to be told she was turning into a weird stalker.
“Just like this…” Zainab added pointedly when Alba hadn’t replied for several minutes.
She laughed briefly. “Sorry. I… am… just thinking.”
“Yes, about the same thing you have been for days.” She hesitated. “And hopefully about driving.”
“Of course about driving.”
Was there any real harm in telling Zainab about the whole thing? Zainab was one of the closest people to her in the world. Surely she wouldn’t judge. Well, maybe she would, but perhaps that was what Alba needed.
Especially when she thought about where she’d driven the two of them to.
Zainab looked around as Alba pulled into a parking lot. “Where are we? What is this place?”
“Oh. Um.” Alba scrunched her face up.
They hadn’t talked about this place, they hadn’t agreed where to go for lunch, Alba hadn’t explained anything that was going on. It was so unlike her.
“That’s the name of the place, is it? Um?”
Alba waved a hand in her direction. “Of course not.”
“Okay… So?”
Alba sighed and twisted in her seat to look at Zainab. “Last weekend, I was at the mall—”
“Right, with that weird cousin of yours.”
“She’s not weird.” They’d had this conversation a million times. Alba didn’t even think Zainab was wrong, they just had different appreciation levels for Alba’s cousin.
“She definitely is.”
Alba shook her head. “Whatever. That’s not the point.”
“And what is?”
“Is that a philosophical question?”
“Alba.” Zainab’s head fell back against her seat in exasperation.
“Right. Well, before I actually got into the mall, I ran into someone outside.”
“Okay?”
“We’d never met before.”
“You go to the mall expecting to know every other person there?”
“Ha. No.” Alba felt more nervous than she was used to. The whole thing was nothing, not really. She just couldn’t shake it, and she knew she was being weird about it precisely because of how hard telling Zainab was. Perhaps that was a sign she really needed to talk about it. Maybe once it was out, the whole thing would simply go away. “It was just… this woman.”
“Ohh.” Zainab laughed knowingly, sitting up straighter again. “Pretty, curvy, sparkling eyes, dazzling smile?”
“What?”
“Your mystery woman. It’s always the short, curvy girls that get you. Especially the ones whose smiles you can’t get enough of.”
“Excuse me, I don’t have such a specific type. I’m an… equal opportunities dater.”
“Correct. But nothing makes you weaker than—”
“Yes. Thank you.” Alba adjusted herself in her seat, realizing, even as she protested, that Zainab was right.
But that wasn’t really the point.
“So,” Zainab prompted, “was she?”
Alba scratched her head and looked away. “Um. Yeah, kind of. But I don’t really know what her smile looks like. Not properly.”
Zainab scowled. “Why? You hit her with your car or something?”
“Seriously? That’s your first thought?”
“It’s my every thought.”
“I don’t… even know what that means.”
“Don’t worry about it. Why no smile?”
Was it reasonable to discuss someone else’s breakup with your friends? Maybe Neve didn’t want everyone knowing about her business. She had been deeply devastated, and somewhat mortified, to find herself crying on a stranger. If Alba had to guess, she’d assume Neve liked her privacy. But it wasn’t as though Zainab even knew who she was, or like they were ever going to meet. So, maybe it was fine?
Alba sucked in a deep breath. “She’d just been broken up with.”
Zainab looked away, considering. “At the mall?”
“Yep.”
“Isn’t that something only teenagers do?”
“You’d think so, but no. Apparently, there are full-grown women out there, just breaking up with their girlfriends in the middle of the mall.”
“Weird.”
“Indeed.”
“So, she gets broken up with in the most teenage place her ex could have picked, and you sweep in like her knight in shining armor, and now you’re wondering why she hasn’t called you?”
“I don’t like the person you think I am,” Alba said, slightly petulant.
Zainab laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s thought with love.”
“I did not sweep in like some knight, and I am not expecting her to call. We didn’t even exchange numbers.”
“Restrained. I’m proud of you, buddy.”
“Never call me that again.”
“Sure thing, pal.”
“Or that.”
“So, you’re just pining after someone you met once and will never see again?”
“I’m not pining. I’m just worried about her.” Alba began to get out of the car, unsure whether it was her hunger or her need to be further away from the conversation that drove her forward. “Wouldn’t you be if you’d met someone in their darkest moment and then just left them on their own?”
“You just left her there alone? After she’d been dumped?” Zainab shot her a wild look over the roof of the car.
“No, of course not. I drove her home. But that’s still leaving someone alone while they’re down.”
“Maybe she has roommates.”
“Yeah, maybe…”
“Also, maybe a touch presumptuous to assume that was her darkest moment.”
“You’re telling me that wouldn’t make your list?”
“I mean, it would, but you never know what a stranger’s been through.”
Alba rolled her eyes. “Hm. Always so exacting.”
“Indeed.” She didn’t sound remotely chagrined. If anything, she sounded proud, which felt right.
“So, yeah, that’s the story. Sad, dumped woman I don’t know, but who I’m worried about because I’m a nice person.”
“Which is why you’re buying me lunch at… whatever this place is.” She looked at the café Alba had brought them to. “How’d you even find this place? It’s not like it’s on your usual routes.”
Alba suppressed a wince. “Oh, just… recommendation from a friend.”
“Well, you’re paying, so whatever you want.”
“I didn’t agree to that.”
“And I didn’t agree to eat here, but, oh, look, here we are.”
“Wow. We can go somewhere else if you want.” She desperately hoped Zainab didn’t suggest another place. She knew it was wrong, and she definitely should have asked first, but Alba wanted to eat here.
It wasn’t even like it was really that weird. Neve hadn’t said she went here. She hadn’t said anything about it. She hadn’t said anything about any café she’d ever been to in her life. Alba had simply noticed it when she was driving Neve home. It wasn’t like Neve lived across the street. There were plenty of cafés a similar distance from Alba’s apartment that she never went to. It really wasn’t that odd.
Zainab shrugged, taking the lead on the way to the door. “It’s fine. I’m hungry, they have food, and, apparently, it comes recommended, so I’m sure it’s fine.”
“Right.” Recommendations from online reviews counted, right? It was only a slight bend of the truth.
“Maybe the staff will be cute and you can pick one of them up and stop pining over the dumped girl.”
“I’m not pining,” Alba insisted, catching her up. “And I’m not looking for a date. Despite your apparent insistence, I don’t even want to date Neve—”
“Nice name.”
“Right?” Alba felt herself smile before squashing it. “I really do just want her to be okay, and I hate not knowing things like that.”
“Indeed.” She opened the door and gestured Alba in ahead of her.
The place was nice—a well-developed aesthetic, plants, sleek wooden chairs, one wall painted with a dark limewash. Alba liked it a lot, which was both pleasant and unfortunate. If she liked it too much, she’d want to come back, and if she kept coming back, the chances of running into Neve in the area increased, and that would be… weird.
But she really meant it when she said she wasn’t interested in Neve. She had literally just been dumped. And, yes, maybe Zainab was right, and, in another set of circumstances, Neve would be Alba’s type, but Alba didn’t fancy every person she met who fit a handful of criteria. And she didn’t make a habit of crushing on sobbing, recently dumped women. No matter what Zainab seemed to think.
“Huh, not bad. Your friend’s got good taste,” Zainab said, pausing beside Alba.
“I’ll… tell them you said so,” Alba offered, knowing it was a lie, but deeply unwilling to share that Neve was the reason they were here. If she gave up that information, even if the recommendation hadn’t come directly from her, Zainab would never let it go.
“A friend I know?” she replied, asking exactly the question Alba didn’t want to answer.
“Um… Should we sit down?” The question was a cover, to buy more thinking time, but it was also a genuine question. The café seemed to sit somewhere between a regular café and a restaurant, and Alba wasn’t clear whether that meant they were supposed to pick a table, wait to be seated, or order first.
Whether or not Zainab noticed the stall quickly became irrelevant when a guy popped out from around the corner with a warm smile that did nothing to alleviate the shock of his sudden appearance.
“Eating in?” he asked, apparently unaware of the spike in Alba’s heart rate he’d just caused.
“Yes. Please,” Zainab replied, her tone implying a similar level of shock.
“Great.” He pointed down the room in a way that suggested there were more seats further back than they could see. “Find a seat anywhere you like and one of us will be with you soon. There are menus on the tables.”
“Thank you.”
Alba could hear the suspicion in Zainab’s voice, but she hoped the guy couldn’t.
They walked through the café together and, once they were out of earshot of him, Zainab hissed in Alba’s ear, “And your friend couldn’t have warned you about that?”
“I doubt he’s here every day,” Alba protested, suddenly protective of her non-existent friend. However, she felt certain that wasn’t the regular greeting because she’d read more than her fair share of reviews for the place and not one of them had mentioned getting the fright of their life upon entering. People liked to complain about a lot of things on the internet, so she could only assume that would be one of them.
“The rest of us won’t be here for many more days if he keeps jumping out like that.”
“Well, you can be sure to let them know via email if you so choose.”
She rolled her eyes. “Please, I’m not complaining.”
“Could have fooled me.”
“I’m complaining to you. But that’s what friends are for. I’m not complaining officially. Who do you think I am?”
Alba laughed and gestured to a table. “Here good?”
“Great. So long as our new friend doesn’t jump out and scare us again.” She paused, reaching for the chair. “Actually, check under the table. He’s not down there, is he?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not a jumpscare café.”
“If anyone recommends one of those to you, do not invite me.”
“Noted.” She pulled one of the menus over to herself. “Though, why you think I’d want to go to one of those in the first place, I have no idea.”
“Probably because you’re being oddly avoidant about who recommended this one, so I’m over here wondering whether the person you have a crush on is the recommender. In which case, you’d have done weirder than going to a jumpscare café just to impress them.”
“And you haven’t?”
“Can’t be trying to impress someone when I don’t know who they are.”
Alba sighed. She really had hoped the distraction would be, well, a distraction. No such luck, apparently. “I don’t have a crush on anyone. And it was just someone from work.”
Zainab eyed her over the menu, every part of her expression skeptical. “And does this person from work have a name?”
“You work with people who don’t have names?”
“You know how to answer questions?”
“Sometimes—”
“Alba?” The voice was both unfamiliar and too familiar all at the same time. And, honestly, probably the worst voice Alba could have heard at that moment, even as something in her stomach felt soothed by the fact that she was finally going to get an answer.
Maybe the fixation had simply been the unanswered mystery. Now, the mystery would be answered and she could go back to not caring about this random stranger.
And maybe Zainab wouldn’t notice anything…
Alba shot up from her seat, watching as that short, curvy woman with the most unusually colored hair stepped tentatively towards her. “Neve.”
Zainab snorted. “Someone from work my ass.” 



CHAPTER 5
 
 
 
Neve wasn’t entirely sure why she’d said anything. Alba hadn’t been paying attention. It would have been so easy to just walk by without being seen. Instead, she’d frozen, stared, and yelled out Alba’s name.
Her eyes finally moved from Alba’s face to the rest of her table.
Neve winced. It was fairly obvious from their conversation together last weekend that Alba wasn’t straight. Neve wasn’t certain what she was, but she definitely wasn’t straight. And there, sitting opposite her, was possibly one of the most modelesque women Neve had ever seen. Long, black hair, gorgeous facial structure, and piercing brown eyes.
She’d interrupted a date.
Of course someone as beautiful as Alba dated women who looked like they were gracing the cover of a magazine when they were simply getting coffee.
Not that Neve wanted to date Alba. She didn’t want to date anyone right now. She had spent the last week wondering whether it was ever going to be safe to date anyone ever again.
But she still had eyes, and an aesthetic appreciation for the world.
She might not understand it herself, but she wasn’t ignorant to the way the world worked, and, when she thought about it, she imagined both Alba and her date were the kinds of women Alice and Charlie talked about being hot.
Neve blushed, realizing she was simply staring at them, debating what it meant to be hot, and interrupting their date.
She really shouldn’t have said anything at all.
“How are you doing?” Alba asked, seeming genuinely concerned, if a little flustered. That was probably what happened when people who cried all over you after being dumped dared to interrupt your date.
“Oh. Uh, yeah. I’m doing okay.” She shuffled awkwardly, aware that Alba and her date were both watching her and hating the attention, even if she had brought it on herself. “Better.”
Alba smiled softly. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” As she nodded, Neve considered how true the statement was.
Unarguably, she was better than the last time they’d seen each other. The past week had been hard, but it had also been an education, one Neve should have learned a long time ago. And, while the lessons weren’t nice, they were necessary, and that was okay, right? Nothing was really a waste if it taught you things you needed to know.
And crying wasn’t automatically bad. It was a sign of processing difficult things. Maybe all the tears she’d shed over her relationship with Roxanne and her potential future were okay in the end. If she let them out, she wasn’t stuck carrying them around with her forever. Then, she could move on in the life she now believed she was supposed to live.
Alba took a step towards her. “I’m really glad. I’ve been thinking about you this week and hoping you were okay.”
“She has been really worried,” Alba’s date said with a little too much glee as she leaned forward on the table with her elbows.
Alba shot her a look while Neve attempted to school her confused expression.
“I’m Zainab,” the woman said, holding a hand out in greeting, and even it was perfect—soft, long, delicate.
Hating herself as she did it, Neve sucked in her stomach slightly as she shook Zainab’s hand. Her own body felt wrong, too marked by imperfections, and both too soft and not soft enough next to this woman. But she knew she was just being hard on herself at the minute. Everything this week had been a little bit harder than it should be, and, as she had, once again, been forced to look her own shortcomings in the eye, it felt difficult not to feel like every part of her was coming up short.
“Neve,” she replied, a little too quietly for the café noise. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Zainab smiled, warm and welcoming and far, far too kindly. “It’s really my pleasure.”
Alba cleared her throat and shot Zainab a look Neve didn’t understand, but which caused her head to spin. Maybe she wasn’t an expert in dating—evidently—but she was pretty sure this dynamic was not date dynamic.
“Neve! Are you okay?” Alice’s panicked voice cut through the moment as she and Charlie appeared at Neve’s shoulder.
Neve blushed harder, looking at the two of them and dropping Zainab’s hand after far too long. “Yes. Sorry. I’m fine.”
“We thought something had happened to you,” Alice said, checking Neve over like a worried parent. She was always the more nervous of the two, but in the week since Neve’s breakup, Alice had seemed particularly worried about her.
“We thought you’d fallen in the toilet,” Charlie added with a grin, looping her arm around Alice’s waist.
Neve had seen her do that a million times in a million situations, but, in that moment, something about it caused an ache deep inside of her. A simple gesture that signaled a deeper understanding. Charlie knew Alice was worried, she knew what soothed Alice, and, there, in the middle of a café, she simply wrapped an arm around her, soothing her, comforting her, letting Alice know she wasn’t alone and everything was okay. And Alice melted into her.
It was the kind of experience Neve had been waiting her whole life for.
“Don’t worry,” Alba said, unexpectedly. “We’d have pulled her out if she’d fallen in.”
Neve looked between Alba and the others. Four people between whom Neve was now the connection. But she had no way to explain.
Well, she did, but she didn’t want to.
“There you go, babe,” Charlie told Alice, pulling her in tighter. “Neve’s got loads of people looking out for her.”
Alice smiled sweetly—as if she came in another setting. “That’s good. How do you two know Neve? I don’t think we’ve ever met before…”
Neve suppressed a sigh. Alice knew full well they’d never met before. She was just being kind and providing an opening. But that opening was a wide-open cavern through which the truth could escape.
Alba laughed. “Oh, we met just last week, actually.”
Charlie’s eyes narrowed as she looked Alba over again in light of the new evidence, and, before Neve could think of anything helpful to say, Charlie leaned in. “Alba?”
Alba’s eyes found Neve, the green of them seeming so much more alive as she grinned in surprise. “You mentioned me.”
Neve cleared her throat, not missing the way Zainab rolled her eyes. “Uh. Yeah. Just… a little bit. You know, explaining… what happened.”
“No need to be shy.” She turned back to Charlie. “I am, indeed, the knight in shining armor.”
“Good god,” Zainab muttered, looking down at her menu.
Alba waved her away. “Ignore her.”
“Do not,” Zainab shot back instantly.
Charlie shook her head. “You’re the one going around picking up crying women at the mall?”
Neve’s blood ran cold. Why did she have to say it like that? It sounded creepy and callous and weird.
Alba simply laughed. “Nothing quite as sinister as you make it sound, and I definitely wasn’t picking anyone up, but it’s nice to help a person in need.”
“Right.” Charlie didn’t sound convinced and Neve wondered what the hell had gotten into her. “Just… helping for no reason.”
Alba seemed undeterred, even as Zainab gave Charlie a cautious once over. She simply shrugged. “Do you generally abandon people who run into you in tears?”
Charlie hesitated and Neve watched her fingers flex around Alice’s waist. “I don’t know,” she said eventually. “It’s never actually happened to me.”
“Well, I’m not the kind of person who abandons those in need, and better that Neve ran into me than some weirdo who might have hurt her.”
“She didn’t actually know—”
Neve cleared her throat, having had enough of being spoken over like a child who couldn’t understand or speak for herself. “Well, as lovely as this is. We should really be going and let you get back to your date.”
Zainab scoffed as Alba looked around, puzzled.
Neve was even more confused.
“It was really lovely meeting you,” Alice said, somehow entirely genuine despite Charlie’s tension. “And thank you, Alba, for helping Neve last week. We all really appreciate it.”
Alba laughed, shooting Neve a conspiratorial glance she didn’t fully understand. “I’ll be sure to run it past your guardian angels if you need help again in future.”
Now, Neve got it.
She felt her face go up in flames again. She wasn’t a child and she hated being made to feel like one. Even if Charlie was only trying to look out for her, it still felt uncomfortable. She was a perfectly capable, grown adult. Even if things went wrong sometimes, and even if she made the slightly ill-advised decision to get into a stranger’s car, she wasn’t entirely foolish. She’d known Alba wasn’t going to hurt her. Couldn’t Charlie just trust that?
Neve shook her head. “That really isn’t necessary.”
“Maybe you should take my number just in case it is,” Charlie said, still watching Alba critically.
“That absolutely isn’t necessary,” Neve insisted, shooting Charlie a furious look.
She shrugged in response, mouthing, “What?”
Neve shook her head as the others simply waited in silence, the tension weird and tumbling around them.
Zainab laughed, breaking the moment. “Tell you what. I’ll write Alba’s number on this napkin,” she said, pulling a pen from her bag. “I’ll hand it to Neve, and then you can all decide on the best thing to do with it… in your own time.”
“Zainab…” Alba said, her voice low. Neve wasn’t sure whether it was a warning or a question, but she could hardly spend too much energy attempting to figure those two out when Charlie was acting so bizarrely.
Zainab looked up at her innocently, and a million unsaid words passed between her and Alba as Neve watched, that burning pang inside of her starting up again. All of these people just knew each other so well. They didn’t need words, they didn’t need anything from anyone else.
She ached to be known like that.
Eventually, Alba rolled her eyes and sighed. Clearly, she was letting Zainab win because the woman clicked her pen with a flourish, scribbled down a number from memory, and turned to Neve.
Neve stared. “I barely know my own number by heart…”
She laughed. “I have a head for numbers. Don’t worry about it.”
Neve nodded as Zainab folded the napkin and rose to stand before her.
“This is for you. To do… whatever you’d like with.” She slipped the folded napkin smoothly into Neve’s hand and winked.
Neve really didn’t understand anything that was happening. “Uh, thank you.”
“My pleasure.” She smiled again, and it was only the look in her eyes that convinced Neve she wasn’t being made fun of. “It really was a delight meeting you.”
“You too.” Was it? She wasn’t sure. This whole interaction had been unbelievably weird.
Zainab turned to Alice and Charlie. She smiled gently at Alice. “Pleasure meeting you too.” Her eyes flicked to Charlie. “And it has been absolutely fascinating meeting you.”
Charlie scowled slightly, her eyes bouncing between Zainab, Alba, and Neve, as she obviously attempted to figure out the dynamic.
It was only then that Neve realized she hadn’t introduced Zainab. Well, she hadn’t introduced Alba either. The others had just… badly handled that themselves.
She wondered whether she should introduce her now, but that would be weird on so many levels, and the last thing she wanted was to postpone this conversation any longer.
Charlie sniffed. “You too. And you, Alba. Lovely to meet you.”
There was the slightest inflection that made it clear that the meeting was anything but lovely, but the laugh Alba let out told Neve she still wasn’t fazed.
Alba was a strong woman.
Neve watched as the two shook hands, and she scowled at Charlie for the heavy grip she took of Alba’s hand. They were going to have to have words as soon as they were alone, and Neve hated that.
Alba turned towards her, her smile soft again, and Neve took a step backwards, away from the intrusive group.
“Sorry, about… all of that,” Neve said with a grimace.
Alba chuckled. “That’s okay. Nothing I haven’t seen before.”
“Really?”
She nodded to the napkin clasped in Neve’s hand. “Maybe I’ll tell you the stories one day.”
Something nervous broke out in Neve’s chest. Was she really supposed to use the number? Did that mean it was real? She’d genuinely expected it to be a fake, to be a game for Charlie. But was Zainab really giving her Alba’s actual number?
She batted back the thought that she’d look deeply out of place in that friend group, annoyed with her own internal monologue again.
She’d desperately wanted to thank Alba for the kindness she’d shown her, and maybe now she could.
And she could apologize for the—well, for Charlie. Just… Charlie. 



CHAPTER 6
 
 
 
Alba slowly lowered herself into her seat, watching as Neve and her friends walked away.
She’d seemed better. Not great, but that was to be expected a week after being dumped in the middle of a Best Buy. Better, though, and Alba was glad to see it. Even if Zainab had been trying to throw her under the bus with her comments, she wasn’t wrong that Alba had been worrying.
It took a moment before Alba realized Zainab was watching her.
“So,” she started with a smirk, “someone from work recommended this place, did they?”
Alba cleared her throat, sat up straighter, and surveyed her menu again despite having already decided what she was getting. “They might have.”
Zainab hummed, pretending to examine her own menu in the same lofty fashion Alba was doing. “Someone who just so happens to frequent the exact same café as the woman you rescued last week and have been worrying about ever since?”
“Stranger things have happened.”
The waiter arrived—thankfully not by jumping out from nowhere and terrifying the pair of them—and Alba was left waiting through their entire interaction for Zainab’s thoughts. Not that she really needed them spelling out. They were written quite plainly all over the woman’s face.
Any hope Alba might have had of convincing herself they were just going to move on and pretend nothing had happened was well and truly gone.
“So, did this friend of yours recommend that shakshuka you ordered?” Zainab asked, barely concealing her own amusement, when the waiter hurried away with their order.
“They did not.”
“Mm. Did they recommend any of the dishes?”
“No,” Alba replied cautiously. She knew where they were heading, but she was reluctant to get there.
Zainab looked her over, lips pursed and head nodding sagely. “How interesting.”
“Indeed. I have heard the waffles are delightful, though.”
“From someone other than your friend from work?”
“Yes.”
“Anyone I know?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Nobody whose name begins with ‘N’?”
Alba stared at her. “I honestly don’t remember.”
Zainab smirked. “Of course.”
For several moments, they waited in silence that felt something like a standoff. Not nearly as risky as a traditional duel, of course, but loaded and tense, both knowing what was happening and neither quite breaking the tension of the moment to simply name it.
Alba figured she’d come this far, she wasn’t going to give herself up now.
Their drinks arrived and the waiter didn’t seem perturbed by the energy around them, so Alba assumed it must not be quite as desperately tense as she felt. Maybe you had to be in the inner circle to sense the cat-and-mouse dance she and Zainab were engaging in.
Zainab took a measured sip of her coffee. She did like coffee, and would often savor a good cup, but this wasn’t that. This was her playing with Alba. They both knew it.
Finally, she smiled over the rim of the mug. “Say, Alba?”
“Yes, Zainab?” Alba replied with the most sickly sweet smile she could manage.
“Nobody at work recommended this place, did they?”
Alba sighed. “Not that I’m aware of.”
Zainab’s smile twitched, something triumphant she was trying to keep under control.
She always had liked winning.
So had Alba. That was, after all, why they were playing this game.
“Of course.” She watched Alba closely. “We cannot say for sure, because who’s to know?”
Alba shrugged. “I don’t routinely survey my entire building on where they do and do not recommend in the area. It’s not unfathomable that some of them could have been here, though. It’s a large office.”
“Of course. Off your regular route, but not so far out as to be suspicious.” Zainab was enjoying herself too much.
“Indeed.” Alba sniffed. She slightly resented the fact that she wanted to talk about her smoothie, but, instead, they were stuck doing this.
As if this wasn’t her fault in the first place.
It took another long moment before Zainab lunged back in again. “Say, Alba?”
“Yes, Zainab?” Alba said again, this time tinged with a little more bitterness.
Zainab breathed a laugh. “Did Neve tell you about this place?”
Alba quirked her brows. She might not be winning the war, but this mini battle was hers. “She did not.”
The only sign that Zainab was surprised by the answer was the slight narrowing of her eyes. She really had expected that to be the end of it.
She sipped her coffee for a few minutes, considering. The whole while, Alba sat taller, sipping her smoothie and reveling in not being quite as predictable as Zainab imagined her to be. They’d known each other a long time, it was important to keep her on her toes sometimes.
Their food arrived and, as they unwrapped their cutlery from inside the napkins, all of the smugness Alba was feeling drained away at the look on Zainab’s face.
She sighed heavily, watching Alba across the table.
Alba put her cutlery down. She’d already been unable to talk about her smoothie, she had no interest in tasting her food and not being able to talk about it immediately, but, without the answers she was looking for, Zainab wouldn’t allow a change of subject, even one that wasn’t specifically designed to escape from their current conversation.
Alba would have been glad of the escape.
“Neve lives here,” Zainab said.
Alba shot her a look. “This is a café. I don’t think anyone lives here.”
Zainab scowled, sighing exaggeratedly. “Fine.”
The tone told Alba she’d actually irritated her friend, but it wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last. That was just how they both were. They’d talked about it before, back in the earlier days of their friendship, and decided they liked it that way. Sometimes, the people closest to you annoyed you. That was a fact. What often hurt people, but didn’t need to for the two of them, was allowing the expression of all of their emotions. It wouldn’t work for everyone, but, for the two of them, they had no issue annoying the other, sharing their annoyance, and also, sometimes, purposefully winding each other up. That was also friendship, after all.
Maybe something more than friendship, something more like being siblings, but, either way, it worked for them and they had no plan to change it. Thus, while Zainab was annoyed with her, they both knew it wouldn’t last long, and was really just a passing annoyance at Alba’s unwillingness to provide a simple answer about Neve.
It was just more fun this way.
Zainab ate some of her food with deliberation before starting again. “You ran into someone who had just been dumped, drove them home, spotted this café while doing so, and thought it was a good idea to come loiter here in the hopes you’d run into her? And you decided to drag me along like some weird accomplice?”
“I believe if you aren’t in the know about a crime, they can’t really charge you as an accomplice,” Alba said lightly, not actually sure that was how it worked.
Zainab rolled her eyes. “You don’t think this whole thing is a little excessive? How many times have you been here this week?”
“Oh, this is the first,” Alba said, her eyes wide and honest.
After a moment of waiting to see if the sincerity dropped, Zainab relaxed, seeming to believe Alba. “Well, at least that, I suppose.” She shook her head. “But, really, don’t you think this whole thing is a little creepy?”
Alba laughed, the sound a little awkward. “I mean, maybe. A little bit.” Her insides squirmed in a way that indicated she felt more than a little uncomfortable with the whole thing. Maybe if they hadn’t actually run into Neve, it would be fine. But they had. And it was… odd. “I didn’t know she was going to be here.”
“Thank goodness for that. If you had, I’d be calling a doctor to come check you out.”
“Or check me in,” Alba said, pushing desperately away from the awkwardness of actually having run into Neve. Semi-stalking someone for friendship, it turned out, wasn’t less weird than stalking them for romantic reasons.
It’s almost as if stalking was always weird and bad. Alba rolled her eyes at herself.
“Hilarious,” Zainab said, knowing none of it was a joke. She nodded at Alba’s plate. “You might as well eat your food since we are here and have ordered. It’s good.”
“Well, I wanted to talk about it, but I figured you wouldn’t let me while you still wanted to talk about Neve.”
She shook her head. “Eat now. Talk about Neve later.”
Alba perked up, grinning. “Yeah?”
“Yes. But we will be returning to the topic.”
And so they ate, and talked about their food—which was excellent—and both relaxed into their usual dynamic without the Neve thing dominating the conversation.
It was another sign of the strength of their relationship, Alba mused as she finished up her food. No matter how unhappy Zainab was with Alba bringing them here, they both knew how to put things aside and enjoy the moment. She’d never really had that before Zainab. Things either simmered or were addressed in the moment, usually with high tempers and words people couldn’t take back.
She hadn’t really understood it the first time she and Zainab disagreed on something and, exhausted and emotional, Zainab had asked if they could shelve the discussion for tomorrow and watch some mindless television together. For over half an hour, Alba’s heart had pounded as she sat on the sofa next to Zainab, waiting for something that never came. Eventually, she relaxed and they talked about the show, and everything was normal and nice, and, the next day, they’d talked about their disagreement again with clearer heads and fewer fraught emotions, and Alba felt like that was maybe the first time she’d ever had a truly healthy and mature disagreement with someone. Maybe the first time she’d ever seen a healthy disagreement—at least one bigger than about which movie to watch, or what to eat for dinner.
Now, it was just a fixture of life, and Alba hadn’t been anxious about it for a minute. However, as they wrapped up their food, and Zainab leaned her arms on the table, angling towards Alba, that same nervousness broke out in her chest again. She wasn’t even sure why. She really wasn’t trying to stalk, date, or even really see Neve. Yes, she’d wanted to make sure Neve was okay. And, yes, maybe she would like to try being friends with the woman. And, even, yes, Zainab was technically correct when she said Neve was Alba’s type. But it wasn’t about all of that. She’d just… felt compelled to come here. And fate had figured out the rest. That was all it was.
“I’m not going to lecture you on how terrible an idea—actually, yes, I am. It’s a terrible and invasive idea to try tracking people down by stalking their usual spots,” Zainab whispered, just for Alba.
“I know that. I really wasn’t doing that. I just thought this looked like a nice place. I didn’t even know she came here. She didn’t say a thing about it.”
“Not exactly a huge leap to make that she might, though.”
Alba sighed. “Yeah. I guess. I just… I don’t know. I saw it and couldn’t stop worrying about her. And I wanted to know she was okay, but that was it. I really didn’t think she’d be here and I’d actually get to ask.”
Zainab relaxed back in her chair. “Fine. I believe you. You’re a fool, but you’re hardly a threatening one.”
“Um, thanks?”
She laughed. “And, now you know, you can leave her alone? You’re not going to start showing up here every day?”
“I don’t know, the food is pretty good.”
Zainab scowled dangerously. “Alba.”
Alba laughed. “I’m kidding. I mean, this place is good, but I promise I’m not going to show up here waiting for her. I’m just glad she’s doing okay. Wouldn’t you be curious if you’d rescued someone?”
“Rescued someone? It’s not like she fell down a well.”
“You know what I mean.”
Zainab sighed again. “I suppose I do. And, yes, maybe I would be curious, but the difference between us is that I wouldn’t show up looking for them.”
“That’s not why we’re here.”
She watched Alba with a serious, knowing look. “I just don’t want you getting hurt. Or hurting her. She already just had one tough breakup.”
Alba stretched her arms out in confusion. “Nobody is getting hurt! There’s nothing going on, nothing’s going to be going on. Everything is fine. Besides, you’re the one who gave her my number.”
“Well, yes, because it would have happened eventually.”
“Would it?” Alba looked around, bewildered. What did Zainab know that she didn’t?
Zainab groaned, her head dropping forwards. “Yes. It definitely would have.”
“How could you possibly know that?”
“You really don’t think anything through.”
“That’s not true.”
She stood up, gathering her things, and Alba followed suit, getting more curious the longer Zainab was quiet, but she didn’t say a word the whole time they were paying and leaving and walking to the car.
Eventually, she looked at Alba. “There’s an energy between you. Even without the way you’ve been fixated on her all week. She’s your type and the way you are with each other. At least this way we know.”
Alba didn’t know what they supposedly knew or didn’t know, but Zainab had clearly masterminded the whole thing. And she was angry with Alba for bringing her here?
“All I’m saying,” Zainab concluded, “is be careful and be gentle with her.”
“Again. You’re the one who gave her my number.”
“I love you, but really, do try to keep up.”
“Keep up with what?”
Zainab blew out a frustrated breath. “And don’t bring me along on your stalking missions without telling me next time.”
“I wasn’t stalking anyone.”
“Sure you weren’t.”
Alba shook her head, feeling lost in the conversation, but started the car anyway.
As they pulled away, Zainab laughed unexpectedly. “Also, since you’ll never figure it out, she thinks we’re dating.”
“Who does?”
“For f—Why do I even bother?”
“Because you love me.”
“I must. It’s the only explanation.” She shook her head. “Neve. Neve looked at the situation and decided we were dating. That was another reason I gave her your number.”
Alba stared at the road. Could that be true? She hadn’t noticed anything that suggested it was. “Why would that even matter? She’s not interested.”
“Ugh. Oblivious to your own life.” She dragged her hands down her face. “As I said, just go easy.” 



CHAPTER 7
 
 
 
It felt very much like Neve spent all of her limited free time lying on the couch feeling lost these days. Maybe that was fair. Lost was a good description for how she’d been feeling since Roxanne dumped her, perhaps that was just the way with breakups.
What was less hard to wrap her head around was that she’d found herself in the exact same spot, staring at the napkin Zainab had given her from the moment she’d made it back to the apartment.
Part of her knew she should just throw it away. Her whole encounter with Alba had been an embarrassing mess at one of her lowest moments. It was not the start of a great friendship. Running into each other again had been a weird fluke. It was not the kind of thing that should have left her mooning on the couch all evening. And yet, here she was.
At least Charlie and Alice weren’t around to see it. The two of them had dropped her off hours ago before heading out to some concert together. Neve had promised them that she wasn’t going to sit around moping all night, that she would be fine, could look after herself, and would eat dinner.
The level of concern came from a good place, but she was starting to feel suffocated by it. Between Alice’s concern and Charlie’s stern protectiveness, Neve couldn’t help feeling like a child they felt they couldn’t trust to look after herself. As if she hadn’t been managing just fine. One day of weakness and pain around a breakup and you were treated with kid gloves for the rest of time?
Perhaps she’d have a better argument if she had actually fed herself.
It was just… complicated. She hadn’t been able to figure out how to talk to Charlie about her behavior in the café, not while they were driving around, running errands, and when she knew that it came from a place of love. But Neve barely got time to herself at all these days, what with Charlie and Alice constantly keeping her busy and accompanied. But, while they were busy, it was hard to have a serious conversation. Thus, all of those complicated, infantilizing feelings were simply bouncing around her head as she tried to figure out why Alba’s date had given her Alba’s number and, now that she had it, what she was supposed to do with it.
Maybe she deserved to be infantilized. If she were more adult, surely she’d just send a text without overthinking the entire thing?
Maybe if she hadn’t just been dumped she wouldn’t be overthinking the whole thing.
Regardless of the difference in relationships, being rejected did leave you feeling rather raw and fragile. Most especially when that rejection stemmed from a place previous rejections had come from, and from something about herself she couldn’t change even if she wanted to.
She wanted not to want to change it. Asexuality was just part of who she was. She didn’t have control over it. She couldn’t put it away and pretend it didn’t exist. She couldn’t train herself out of it. She couldn’t do a single thing about it. But, when it was the reason she kept getting rejected, kept missing out on the things she really wanted, it was hard not to want to get rid of it, hard not to try to minimize it so much it stopped interfering with her life.
She wanted not to think about it like that.
She wasn’t even clear why the thoughts felt so tied to whether she could text Alba or not. That relationship wasn’t romantic in the slightest, nor was it going to be. They weren’t dating, they weren’t planning to, and they barely even knew each other. It didn’t really matter what happened. Even if Alba rejected her friendship, or never replied to the message, what difference did it really make? They didn’t know each other well enough for a rejection to be personal, or to make a huge difference in Neve’s life.
Roxanne breaking up with Neve changed a lot in her life—and what she needed to tell people. Well, the couple she had to tell. Oh, how she hated telling people. The pity, the sympathy, the knowing looks… Perhaps she should have been more grateful Roxanne had insisted on keeping them so quiet.
But, if Alba didn’t reply to her message, what difference did it make? They’d met twice, both times accidentally. All of the people in Neve’s life didn’t know about Alba. Even the two people who did know would likely be glad nothing ever came of the infamous napkin.
And still, there was something so painful about the prospect of rejection. Maybe that was just the human experience. Maybe it was just the idea of another rejection, even a tiny one, so close to such a huge, impersonal, and heartbreaking rejection. Maybe it was just Neve.
She wasn’t ever going to know the answer, she feared.
She tipped her head back further as she lay on the couch, letting the napkin fall to her stomach, and tried not to cringe as the remembered need to suck in her stomach in front of Alba’s date lanced through her, burning hot and shameful. She squeezed her eyes together, shaking the thought from her head. It had been a moment of weakness, that was all. These things happened, and nobody else knew that it had. Everything was fine.
As if to prove a point to herself, Charlie, Alice, and the entire world, she dragged her phone towards her. She didn’t have the energy or the wherewithal to cook, but she could order food. She could order food and be grateful for her body and enjoy every bite of it.
And she could think about something other than whether or not the only use for her phone tonight was texting Alba.
It was a good plan while it lasted. But ordering food only took so long. Even monitoring the progress of her food only took so long and so much energy. All too soon, she was left in a transitory space waiting for her food to arrive with nothing to do but stare at her phone.
Maybe she should have mustered up the energy to cook after all.
She stared at her phone on the coffee table, lying right next to where she placed the napkin, for far too long. She flicked the TV on in a desperate attempt at a distraction. She checked the progress of her food again.
And, when it was less than five minutes away, Neve finally made a decision.
Sometimes, she did the things she was dreading most right before bed, when she was exhausted. That way, she could fall asleep, and, by the next morning, the thing was dealt with and her brain was rested, no longer stuck on whatever it was she’d needed to do. In five minutes, she’d be eating her dinner—her favorite meal from her favorite Vietnamese restaurant—and that would be a distraction, a mental reset. Maybe it would work like sleep.
She glanced around the room. If this was going to work, she needed to set the scene. Fussing after sending the message would do no good. It would just force her to fixate on her own mistakes and her impending rejection by Alba. Then, she’d have to think about how to have the necessary conversation with Charlie whilst knowing that Alba wanted nothing to do with her, and the whole situation would be a million times more embarrassing than it already was.
“Stop.” Neve shook her head, speaking aloud to the room as if her brain could be commanded simply because she spoke loud enough to drown it out. It never quite worked like that, but she kept trying.
She took a deep breath and released it slowly. Three minutes until food. She pulled up a comedy show she loved on the TV. Set the lighting to her favorite level. Took another deep breath. And picked up her phone, switching to the texting app.
As she typed, it occurred to her how infrequently she ever just texted people these days. It was always done through another messaging app or platform. If anyone raided her texts, they’d think the only people who ever messaged her were her service provider and companies texting her confirmation codes. Even Neve wasn’t quite that lonely.
By the time she reached the end of the text, she wasn’t completely sure what she’d said, but, if she read it back, she’d pick at it until there was no message left to send. So, rather than check it, or doubt herself, or act like a regular, confident person, she just hit send. Releasing her thoughts and her likely typos out into the universe.
Maybe if Alba ignored her now, she could pretend it was simply from a deep hatred of people who made typos in texts.
The second the message was gone, her doorbell buzzed, saving her from the inevitable panic and debating whether she could simply recall the message. She wasn’t even sure that was something you could do with texts. And she wasn’t going to figure it out now.
She locked her phone and threw it face down onto the couch as she jumped up to answer the door, letting the scent of food and an interaction with someone who knew nothing about her other than her name and where she’d ordered her dinner from wash over her like a soothing balm. Experience told her the relief was unlikely to last long, but she tried desperately not to let her mind drift back to the phone or Alba—is she on her phone? Has she gotten the message? Does she leave people on read? She might be out. Or sleeping. Or busy…
It was only when trying actively to ignore her phone that Neve realized just how frequently she tapped its screen, just to check the time, the weather, if she had any notifications. An odd habit developed in the time of smartphones on silent. Not wanting to be hit with notifications constantly, but needing to be available and reachable.
She tried desperately to concentrate on her show and the delicious meal before her, but her hand moved time and time again to the side as if to touch her phone screen. She even realized how much she tended to put her phone down on her left side as that hand flicked out repeatedly, driven by a habit she hadn’t consciously realized she’d been developing.
Perhaps, if she could be annoyed with herself for that, she’d be less concentrated on what she actually wanted to see on her phone. But she couldn’t help thinking the two things were related, and that didn’t help at all.
She really needed to figure out why she was feeling this way—well, she needed to figure out how to heal from Roxanne’s rejection so that she could handle situations normally again.
Neve consciously refocused and made every effort to listen to her show, to watch it and not see anything else in her mind, to enjoy her food and ignore her phone. By the end of the episode, she’d done both better and worse than she’d hoped. Better because she hadn’t picked her phone up once. Worse because it was the only thing she’d thought about.
Her dinner had been hot and delicious and comforting, and everything she’d needed. The show she’d been watching, she was certain was as funny as always, but, if pressed, she had a funny feeling she’d only have been able to give the broadest overview of the plot. Maybe she should have done a rewatch of something instead. She’d been counting on the fact that it was new to keep her attention. Apparently, Alba demanded more attention than that. Neve should have known, really.
She let the next episode play. It didn’t really matter. She was going to have to go back and watch them both again anyway. She cleaned up. And then it was just her and the phone, sitting together on the couch, desperately demanding her attention.
She couldn’t ignore it forever.
Her heart pounded in her chest as she picked it up.
The screen lit up.
Nothing.
The only notification was about the weather tomorrow. One she was pretty sure she’d already seen and dismissed a few hours earlier.
A complicated mix of relief, disappointment, and shame flooded through her, each emotion seeming to chase the others. If she focused on any one, it burned alone, but fed the others, allowing them to take over. Embarrassment joined the cocktail. The whole thing really wasn’t that big a deal. It was a message to someone she barely knew. Sent just over half an hour ago. Many people weren’t glued to their phones. Not getting an immediate reply didn’t mean anything. And at least it meant the reply wasn’t mean or rude.
Did she really expect it to be, though?
Unable to help herself—or glutton for punishment, she couldn’t quite decide—she unlocked the phone and opened the message. Delivered, not read.
Neve had never much cared for read receipts before, paying little attention to them. Now, it felt like a lifeline. Something to cling to as she tried desperately not to be rejected. She wasn’t being ignored, Alba simply wasn’t checking her phone.
Of course, she could have turned the function off, so maybe it had been read, Neve just couldn’t see it. But that was another avenue of worrying Neve didn’t have time for.
She stared at the message, not reading it, just clinging to it. She hadn’t yet been laughed at or rejected. She didn’t yet have to live with knowing she’d humiliated herself again in front of Alba.
It was silly, so silly she hated it, but she wanted so much for Alba to like her. Neve couldn’t think of another person she’d ever so desperately wanted to like her. Of course, she couldn’t think of another person who’d swept in like a savior when she was at her lowest. Maybe it was inevitable she wanted that person to like her. Maybe it was just who Neve was. Maybe it was just who Alba was, and people couldn’t help wanting her to like them. Not Charlie, clearly, but other people. Maybe Alba was just magnetic like that.
Or, maybe Neve was just a little bit desperate right now. Humiliating, but possible.
As her heart slowly started to settle, her breathing leveling out, Neve pursed her lips and hoped for a positive outcome. She couldn’t fully explain why she wanted Alba to like her so much, but she knew it mattered to her right now, and, if that was what she needed, she could at least hope for a positive outcome.
Read.
Alba was on her phone. 



CHAPTER 8
 
 
 
The smile that had begun the second Alba realized it was Neve texting her grew into a wide grin as she read the whole message. It was odd to feel as if you knew someone from only a couple of encounters with them, but Alba felt that way. The message was so very Neve—nervous and apologetic and sweet. Two typos that seemed out of character for someone who gave the air of being put together, even when they were crying on you. Alba could only imagine they came from the nervousness that screamed from within the text. She didn’t think she’d ever been so nervous she couldn’t type properly, but she’d wager good money Neve had.
I’ve met scarier people than Charlie, don’t worry. As she typed, she knew her grin was ridiculous but she didn’t care enough to try to fight it. I know she was just making sure I wasn’t attempting to abduct you. Although, how she’s worried about that when I clearly didn’t is a little beyond me…
She sent the message and was typing immediately again. And now I have your number you’re never getting rid of me!
It was only after sending the second message that she fully realized they both instantly showed that they’d been read. Neve’s message had been sent ages before Alba’s reply. Had she been staring at her phone, waiting? It seemed unlikely. Much more likely that she just didn’t have her phone set to switch itself off and had simply set the phone down after texting and wandered away.
It wasn’t as though she was typing a reply. If she’d been sitting waiting, she’d have started typing immediately.
“What are you grinning at?” Zainab yelled over the music in the bar.
Alba smirked at her. “Nothing.”
“You’re so predictable.” She rolled her eyes. “So, what did she say?”
“The bartender?” Alba tilted her head, knowing exactly what she was doing. “‘What can I get you?’”
Zainab stared at her for a moment, her eyes dead, before she collapsed forwards onto their table. “That poor woman has no idea what she’s getting herself into.”
Alba glanced back towards the bar. “Oh, I don’t know, she didn’t seem new. I’m sure she knows what the job entails.”
“You do realize she deserves better?”
“Undoubtedly. The service industry is rough.”
“I’m moving out,” Zainab quipped, grabbing her drink and taking an annoyed sip.
Alba couldn’t help but imagine Zainab was wishing she’d ordered something stronger. “You’re definitely not. You’d miss me too much.”
“You massively overestimate your own charm.” She shot Alba a serious look. “What did Neve say?”
“How’d you know it was her?”
She rolled her eyes again. “It’s like you think I don’t know you at all.”
“You might know me, but you don’t know Neve. How’d you know she’d even text?”
“That was just a lucky guess. But you, grinning at your phone like a lovesick schoolgirl? That, I know how to read like the back of my hand.”
Alba snorted as she sipped her own drink, glancing around at the bar and its packed dance floor. “I’m not a lovesick anything. Calm down.”
“What. Did. She. Say?” Zainab glared at her.
Alba laughed, taking another swig of her drink. “Just apologizing for her friend Charlie.”
“Oh, you mean the friend who clearly thinks you’re bad news?”
“Mm. Worrying I’m going to abduct their friend.”
Zainab huffed a laugh. “I don’t think it’s that at this point.”
Alba studied her in the low neon glow of the bar. “What else would it be?”
“It’s actually ridiculous that they let you graduate when you’re this oblivious.”
“I didn’t do a degree in reading people.”
“Clearly.”
“I don’t know why you’re so smug. It’s not like you did either.”
“I don’t need to.”
“And, if you’re not going to give me a clear answer, at least come dance with me.”
“Aren’t we waiting for—”
Before she could finish the thought, Francisco and Tariq reappeared, armed with drinks of their own and several extra bottles of water for their group. The pair were happy to go out for their friends’ birthdays, but they were not the ones to be found on the dance floor—unlike tonight’s birthday girl, who had barely left it. Instead, they held down the table, hydrated, and made sure anyone who was drinking wouldn’t wake up with too much of a hangover the next day.
They also flirted shamelessly, and Alba had been wondering for years now when the two might actually get together. She couldn’t quite figure out what they were waiting for.
“You two go dance,” Francisco insisted, waving Alba and Zainab away from the table. “We’ve got this.”
Alba smiled and thanked them both, wondering whether it was that they wanted her and Zainab to have a good time, or whether they just wanted alone time.
She grabbed Zainab’s hand and dragged her back to the dance floor, weaving through the dense crowd until they found their little group again. It wasn’t difficult to do, Ivy had used her birthday as an excuse to dye her hair pink and was wearing a particularly sparkly birthday tiara.
As they danced together, the music pounding through Alba’s body like a heartbeat, she leaned into Zainab. “So, ready to tell me now?”
Zainab laughed, the sound too low to be heard over the music. “Charlie doesn’t like you.”
Alba leaned back exaggerating her scandalized expression. “Charlie doesn’t even know me. How could she dislike me?”
Zainab danced freely, but her exasperated expression was at odds with her movements. “Because she thinks you’re bad for Neve.”
“I didn’t do anything to her,” Alba protested. She wasn’t used to people so viscerally disliking her for no apparent reason.
“Not yet, maybe.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
The song changed and the crowd cheered approvingly, the general movements becoming bouncier than before. Alba fell in with them as she waited for an answer.
Zainab tapped one of their friends, gesturing them into the conversation.
“Zainab! What’s up?” Ace asked, more than a little tipsy.
“What’s Alba’s type?” Zainab asked them, keeping her gaze on Alba as she did.
Ace laughed, pushing their rolled shirt sleeves further up their arms. “Curvy, short, killer eyes, nice smile.”
“Thank you.”
Alba rolled her eyes as Ace turned back to Ivy and the rest of the group. “You don’t need to keep doing that, you know?”
“I do, because you apparently aren’t getting it.”
“I get it just fine. Neve is my type. Whatever. Yes, she’s gorgeous and sweet, but I’m friends with lots of gorgeous, sweet people. I do know how to control myself.”
“Yes, but there’s just a—”
“And besides, Charlie doesn’t know that’s my type. Charlie doesn’t know jackshit about me.”
Zainab grabbed Alba’s hand and twirled her. “Charlie can probably figure it out from your whole knight in shining armor bit. And from the way you look at Neve.”
Alba sighed. She looked at Neve like she was happy to see her again, because she was. Because she cared that the woman she’d seen so broken was doing better. Not because she wanted to fuck her on the table in the middle of a café. She had no idea why everyone was acting like she had no class or self-control.
“Charlie’s just being a supportive friend,” Zainab said, twirling herself this time.
“There’s a difference between supportive and weird.”
“As if you’d know.”
“I know plenty, thank you.”
“She’s just worried Neve’s going to get hurt again,” Zainab said, her mouth close to Alba’s ear.
“You’re talking like you know her.”
“I don’t need to know her to understand the dynamics when we ran into them. Charlie’s in a relationship that seems to be a happy one, so she’s probably not after Neve for herself. Neve has just had a horrible breakup and is vulnerable to people sweeping in and breaking her heart again. It’s only natural that her closest friends would be worried about that.”
“She’s not a child, you know? She doesn’t need babysitters swatting away anyone who comes near her.”
Zainab pulled back to give Alba a look. “We’re all vulnerable in situations like that. There is a reason the whole rebound concept exists. And the rebound can backfire.”
“I’m not looking to be anyone’s rebound. I’m not looking to be anyone’s anything. I just…” Alba wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence. Every word she could think of felt like something Zainab—and apparently Charlie—could twist and turn into something more, something romantic, something potentially destructive, and it wasn’t like that. She just… cared.
“I know,” Zainab said, mostly sincerely. “But you do have… an energy about you that I can see Charlie being wary of.”
“Weird time to insult your best friend.”
“I’m not insulting you, I’m just explaining the situation. Especially since you’re wading into having a relationship with Neve without thinking it through. I doubt you can have Neve without having Charlie.”
“I have no interest in having Charlie, thank you very much.”
It took a second too long for Alba to realize she should probably have insisted she didn’t want Neve either if she wanted Zainab to believe she wasn’t looking to start something romantic.
Zainab watched her in a way that told Alba she’d noticed, but, rather than comment, she simply shook her head. “I didn’t mean like that. I just meant that, if you’re going to be friends with Neve, you’re unlikely to avoid her friends.”
Alba huffed, spinning herself around in a bid to escape the annoying fact that Zainab was right. “Fine. I suppose that’s true. But I want the record to show, I don’t have a problem with Charlie. She’s the one with the problem.”
“Indeed.”
Alba let it drop, considering, as she danced, how much time she really would have to spend around Charlie if she became friends with Neve. She’d only found it amusing in the café. Now, it felt like something she’d actually have to deal with. But, how did you tell your brand new friend’s friend that you weren’t romantically interested in said friend and not have it be weird? Even just hypothetically, it sounded like the weirdest conversation Alba could imagine.
Perhaps she could just spend time with Neve, see Charlie occasionally, and Charlie would finally get the message that there was nothing sinister about the relationship or Alba, and that they were, in fact, just friends.
She swayed with the music, people jostling her on every side, focusing on the pounding bass and the moment. However, when someone reached out from behind her, their hands gripping her hips, Alba jolted. She twisted, looking to see who it was. It would be an odd hold for one of her friends, but not entirely impossible.
The person behind her, though, she’d never seen before. They smirked at her, eyes half-lidded, as their hands moved her hips along with the sway of their own, pulling her in tighter. She’d had people do that to her before, it wasn’t always unwelcome or unenjoyable. This time, however, all she could think about was Neve.
Their relationship wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t something she was going to force into being romantic, either. Alba really did just want to be friends with her. But, when faced with someone hitting on her, Alba couldn’t deny the way her mind cataloged all of the ways they weren’t Neve. Probably because, as everyone kept pointing out, Neve was her type, but still, it wasn’t the best realization when she’d been trying so hard to deny having feelings for Neve.
But, you could fancy someone and still be friends with them. There was no rule against that. In all likelihood, it would make the crush go away sooner.
The person holding her clenched their hands tighter on her hips. Alba, almost having forgotten they were even there, wrenched herself away from them. “Taken. Sorry.”
She stepped away, frowning at herself. She hadn’t planned to say that. She’d used it before to get out of awkward situations. Being in a relationship generally invited fewer questions or follow-ups from people who thought you simply needed convincing, but saying it while she was thinking about Neve felt like betraying her.
So did someone else holding her hips, but that was just nonsense.
Alba watched them move away, standing still in the middle of the dance floor, the crowd moving around her. She pulled out her phone, unable to stop the swoop in her stomach at seeing Neve had replied.
Okay, so she definitely had a little bit of a crush. But she wasn’t going to do anything about it. She was going to be friends with Neve and that was all. And she’d be the very best friend she could.
Sorry for the slow replies. Just out celebrating a friend’s birthday—she’s wearing a birthday tiara. It’s amazing!
It didn’t take long for Neve to message back. Sorry! I didn’t mean to interrupt you! I hope your friend has a great birthday and that you have fun! I can talk to you another time!
Alba smiled at the exclamation points ending every sentence. She smiled at the apology. She smiled at Neve.
No one else I’d rather talk to from the middle of a packed dance floor
She glanced up as the dancing crowd jostled her, still smiling, only to see Zainab’s gaze on her.
She smiled wider, mostly to annoy Zainab, but also to cover for herself. In her peripheral vision, she’d spotted Neve’s reply arrive, and she smiled at the fact that she was absolutely going to hell. But at least she’d have a great time on the journey there.



CHAPTER 9
 
 
 
The last thing Neve had been expecting when she’d texted Alba was for her to come over in the middle of the night, but here she was: two in the morning, sneaking down the stairs to the front door of her apartment, dressed in leggings and a hoodie she probably should have rethought, and waiting for Alba to arrive.
The last time she’d been sneaking around at night after running into Alba, Charlie had found her in the kitchen. This time, Neve hoped beyond hope that Charlie wouldn’t find her. She had no idea how she’d explain what was going on, and she had no interest in having the inevitable conversation that followed Alba’s coming over. She stared down at her socks—turquoise and covered in tiny popsicles—pulled up over her leggings and really wished she’d had the wherewithal to get changed. Although, when someone was unexpectedly coming over at 2 AM, surely they didn’t expect you to be dressed well?
Neve winced, a sick feeling grabbing hold of her stomach. She had a feeling she knew what most people were expecting when they showed up on your doorstep in the early hours. Everyone knew. But this wasn’t that.
She wasn’t entirely sure what this was, but she knew it wasn’t that.
After being flustered at Alba insisting she wanted to talk to Neve, they basically hadn’t stopped texting. Neve felt guilty about pulling Alba’s attention away from the birthday party, but Alba had seemed entirely unconcerned. She’d also sent multiple pictures from the dance floor to demonstrate that she was still a part of the celebrations. Neve had not missed Zainab’s expression in several of them—knowing, suggestive, teasing? Neve still didn’t understand that whole dynamic very well and was even more confused when Alba suggested coming over. Was she bringing Zainab with her? And if not, how did that work exactly? Were they dating? Was it an open relationship? Too early to be exclusive? Together but Zainab was really into giving out Alba’s number to other women?
Her phone lit up with a text from Alba. Last chance to change your mind if you’re too tired for company
Neve chewed on her lip as she replied. Haha. I’m good. Promise.
Great! We’re outside
Neve’s stomach turned. Charlie was going to read into the situation a million wrong ways and kill her in the morning.
At least Alba had said we, so that probably meant Zainab was coming with her. Neve glanced at her clothes again as she rode the elevator down towards the building’s front entryway. She really wished she’d gotten changed.
Alba was standing alone, illuminated by the building’s lights when Neve reached the sleek glass doors that were slightly at odds with the rest of the building’s Tudor-inspired façade. She glanced around, unable to locate Zainab, as she opened the door to let Alba in.
Alba grinned, turning to wave off a car that had been idling outside. It was only as it drove away that Neve noticed Zainab in the back, rolling her eyes but also amused.
Neve didn’t understand their relationship at all.
Even if she knew tonight wasn’t anything close to resembling a booty call, it still felt weird to drop the person you were dating off at another woman’s house at two in the morning. Didn’t it?
“Lead the way,” Alba said, her voice low given the late hour.
Neve’s heart raced in her chest. If she’d been expecting anything, she’d been expecting Alba to be drunk. Not completely wasted, perhaps, but very obviously drunk. It seemed fitting of her behavior tonight. Yet, here she was, not seeming very drunk at all. Alert, excitable, but not particularly drunk.
Neve led the way to the elevator and stood nervously in the corner as they ascended. She could feel Alba’s gaze on her, see Alba’s amused smile in her peripheral vision. Everything about the late hour and confined space felt loaded and intimate in a way it had no right to. Neve didn’t know what to do with herself.
She led Alba to her door, pausing to listen as she prayed Charlie wouldn’t be standing on the other side of it. “I’m pretty sure Charlie and Alice are asleep.”
Alba shot her a wicked grin as she mimed zipping her mouth closed and throwing away the key. It had been a long time since Neve had seen someone do that. It had never felt quite so loaded before.
Of course, she’d never been sneaking a woman into her room in the middle of the night before.
She stifled a groan and pushed the door open slowly. The entire situation sounded dirty and suspicious.
Alba stood in the opening to the living room, taking the place in, as Neve locked the door behind them. No sign of Charlie was a good thing, but they still had to make it up the stairs. Perhaps it was a good thing Alba seemed completely sober. Neve couldn’t imagine anyone managing this without their usual faculties.
“This way,” she breathed, the sound barely audible even to herself, as she led Alba towards the stairs.
Her heart was already pounding at the thought of getting caught, but it took off racing when she felt Alba’s fingers take hold of the back of her hoodie. It wasn’t anything untoward, but it wouldn’t look good if they got caught now.
Although, none of it would.
Neve was dressed in her pajamas, while Alba was dressed in a sleek, pink pantsuit with a graphic t-shirt, and makeup that clearly wasn’t from a casual night in. Well, maybe some people wore that much sparkly makeup for a night in, and Neve kind of secretly loved the idea, but nothing about Alba’s look was suggestive of simply staying in. She looked like she was coming in from a night out. It was undeniable.
They made it to Neve’s room without getting caught, and Alba finally dropped her hold on Neve’s hoodie. She breathed a laugh as Neve locked her bedroom door, attempting not to think the move felt suggestive. And then, Neve simply didn’t know what to do with herself. It felt as though she were in someone else’s room, not her own, familiar bedroom that felt alien with Alba standing in it.
Apparently, Alba didn’t have the same qualms.
Still smiling, she took her jacket off and hung it on the back of Neve’s desk chair before slipping her shoes off, leaving them by the door, and collapsing quietly onto Neve’s floor.
Neve fidgeted with the overly long sleeves of her hoodie. “You can lie on the bed.”
Alba lifted her head, amused. “I don’t think you want these pants all over your sheets.”
Reflexively, Neve looked at them. It took longer than it should have to realize the move probably looked like she was checking Alba out.
When she didn’t say anything, Alba breathed a laugh, relaxing her head back to the rug. “You don’t need whatever I picked up in that bar all over your bed.”
“Oh. I guess that’s true.”
“Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to join me on the floor. I’ll just be down here relaxing, don’t mind me.”
If she happened to need a lie down that badly, wouldn’t it just have been easier to go home? She could have seen Neve any other time. Maybe after some sleep.
“Are you tired?” Neve asked, edging a little closer and debating between sitting on the bed or just joining Alba on the floor.
“Hm. Not yet.”
“Okay.” She sat on the floor, her back against the bed.
Alba looked back at her again, her smile radiant. Neve was beginning to wonder if she came in any setting other than smiling.
They sat in silence for a few moments, Neve desperately listening to the sound of the apartment, trying to ensure Charlie and Alice were, in fact, asleep. The longer she heard nothing unusual, the more she found herself relaxing—so long as she didn’t think about trying to get Alba out of there again. Could she push her luck enough to sneak a woman in and out in one night?
“Do you end all of your texts with punctuation?” Alba finally asked, her voice soft and quiet.
“What?” Neve tilted her head, questioning.
“Every text you’ve sent me has punctuation at the end. Usually an exclamation point, but the last message you sent had a period.”
“Oh.”
Alba rolled over so that she was on her stomach, looking up at Neve. “Thinking about it?”
“Yeah. I’ve never noticed.” She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Just…”
“Most of them?”
She winced. “Yeah. I guess so.”
Alba laughed. “I think it’s cute. Although, it’s a good thing I’d met you and that I’m so chill. You put a period at the end of a text and some people think you’re angry enough to murder their entire family.”
Neve hugged her shoulders in tighter to her body. “Uh, yeah. I do that.”
She laughed again, struggling to keep the volume down. “You send periods but get stressed when someone sends you one?”
“Sometimes, yeah. I suppose it depends on the context of the rest of the message.”
“I see.” The gleam in her eyes suggested she didn’t see at all but was deeply amused by the whole thing.
Neve looked awkwardly away, searching for a change of topic. “So,” she eventually said. “Should I ask what brings you by tonight?”
The gleam transformed into something more mischievous, and Alba swung herself up so that she was sitting cross-legged directly in front of Neve. “Did you want me to leave?”
“No!” Neve replied far too quickly, her hands reaching forward insistently but stopping before she actually touched Alba. “No, no. I was just curious.”
Alba tilted her head, watching Neve intently. “I figured I should take advantage of the situation while you were still talking to me. Don’t want you getting lost down a toilet and risk never seeing you again.”
Neve hoped the low light in her room was enough to cover her blush, but the heat she could feel in her cheeks made her certain it was not. “I’ve never fallen into a toilet. I should be very clear about that.”
“Ah. So Charlie’s concern wasn’t based on anything real?”
“Not at all.” Neve wished she could convey that the sentiment went far beyond Charlie apparently thinking she’d be clumsy enough to fall in a toilet. She wasn’t sure how to without addressing the situation completely, but something about Alba’s expression suggested she might have picked up Neve’s meaning.
“Good to know.” She shrugged. “And, either way, I wanted to see you again. Now seemed as good a time as any.”
“You didn’t want to just go home with Zainab?”
“I go home with Zainab all the time—comes with living together.”
“Right.” They were serious enough to live together, but Zainab still dropped her off at Neve’s apartment? She wondered whether it would be too much to ask if they were poly. It wasn’t that she wanted a relationship. She just… wanted to know.
“I can see that place any time I want.” She looked pointedly around Neve’s room. “Far more interesting to see where you live.”
“You’ve seen where I live. You dropped me off before.”
“That was different. You didn’t invite me in for the grand tour.”
“I don’t think this counts as a grand tour either, sorry.”
Alba placed her hand on top of Neve’s where she was picking at the edge of her sleeve. “I mean, your room is clearly the highlight of the grand tour, so I already got to see the best bits.”
Neve looked up at Alba. Her heart was pounding. She’d had friends before whose base operating system was to flirt with everyone. She figured Alba must be somewhere deep on that spectrum too. The only problem was that she wasn’t sure what to do with it when it was 2 AM and she was alone, in her room, with the perpetual flirt—and one who was touching her. It wasn’t as though she had the skills to flirt back and form that kind of bantering friendship.
Alba’s smile changed to something more sincere. “I like your room. It suits you.”
“Thank you,” Neve replied, looking around at her belongings as she attempted to figure out whether that was more of a compliment or an insult. “I like your suit. It suits you.”
“Oh, that old thing?” Alba laughed again. “It’s actually pretty new. As you might have guessed, the birthday girl likes pink.”
“I had noticed that. It looks good on her.”
“I’ll let her know you said so.” She gestured to the suit jacket. “Zainab picked it out, actually. As I’m sure you can tell, fashion is kind of her thing.”
“I’ve only really met her once, but I probably would have guessed that, yeah.”
Alba held her gaze. “What would you guess my thing is?”
Neve’s breath felt tight and she spoke without really considering, still distractingly aware of the place where Alba’s skin was touching hers. “Well, I probably would have said saving people before tonight, but, from your incredible eyes—”
The eyes in question, staring back at Neve, widened. “Thank you!”
“No, not that… I mean, they are… lovely. I just—I meant… Oh, my god. I meant your eyeshadow—liner—makeup. Your makeup.” She took a deep breath. “Your makeup looks incredible. Professional.”
“I’m glad you like it.” Her eyes shone as she finally pulled her hand back only to reach up and drag her thumb over her cheekbones before reaching across the distance between them and running the same thumb over Neve’s cheeks. “There. Now you have some too.”
Neve breathed a shaky laugh. “Nothing like getting ready for bed by putting on body glitter.”
“Every time is the right time for a little glitter.”
“I don’t know if most parents would agree.”
“Valid,” she laughed, shuffling forward slightly on the floor. “But it suits you, so that’s all that really matters.”
“You know, I was sort of expecting you to be drunk.”
Alba’s eyebrows shot up her head. “Should I be insulted?”
“No, no. I didn’t mean anything by it. Just… you know, night out, birthday celebrations, showing up at 2 AM… It is sort of giving—”
“Booty call?”
“No! I definitely didn’t mean that!”
Alba folded forwards, laughing, and, despite the fact that she’d been out partying all night, all Neve could really smell from her was her perfume—bright, hypnotic, fresh. “I know. Don’t worry. I’m just teasing.”
Neve cleared her throat. “But, you know what I mean. Most people would be…”
“Drunk. Yes. I can see why you’d think that. But, no. I’ve been on water for hours, and I just thought it would be fun.”
“Your friends didn’t mind dropping you off?”
“Not at all. Well, Zainab’s probably going to give me shit tomorrow, but that’s kind of our thing.” She nodded to the bedroom door. “Think your friends will mind me being dropped off?”
Hung up on the Zainab comment, Neve answered without considering whether the truth was the right answer. “Yes.”
Alba didn’t seem bothered, more amused, if anything. “Charlie really doesn’t like me, huh?”
“It’s not a big deal. I’m going to talk to her about it. She’s just…” Neve wasn’t sure how to end the sentence. Protective was probably the word she was supposed to say, but this felt more than that. It felt overprotective, restrictive, but that felt too critical to say.
“Looking out for you,” Alba finished for her. It felt generous from the subject of Charlie’s ire, but every one of Neve’s interactions with Alba so far had suggested she was the least bothered person in the world, so maybe that tracked.
“Sure.” She took a deep breath. “Just as I’m sure Zainab’s only looking out for you when she gives you shit.”
Alba smiled widely at her. “That’s just how our friendship is. Always has been. I suppose, when you’ve known someone that long, you don’t have to… I don’t know, pretend. You don’t have to filter yourself and make yourself more likable. You just know each other, you know your dynamic, you can give each other shit because you know you love each other.”
“You’re just friends, then?” The question felt too loaded, too invasive, but also a relief to speak out loud. Neve shouldn’t have needed to know so badly. She didn’t understand why she did need to know, she just did. Desperately so.
Alba groaned, tipping backwards so her legs remained crossed, but her back was against the rug again.
“Sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to pry,” Neve rushed the words out, burning with shame. She shouldn’t have asked. She shouldn’t have even thought of asking.
Alba waved a hand in the air, aiming poorly back towards Neve. “It’s not that. It’s that Zainab was right again.” She sat back up. “I hate it when that happens.”
Neve stared blankly for a moment. “Uh, what?”
She laughed lightly. “Zainab met you one time and said she was certain you thought the two of us were together.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “So, now, I have to tell her she was right. How annoying.”
“Sorry.” Neve looked down at the tiny patch of floor between their legs, her face hot again.
“It’s really okay. I’m just playing. Zainab’s always right. It’s not a big deal.” She twisted forward, ducking slightly, to find Neve’s eyes again. “But yes, we’re just friends. We live together, but not in the like… couple kind of way. In the way you do with Charlie.”
“I see.” She really shouldn’t have asked.
“Yeah, so when Zainab tells me I have to take her out for coffee again because she was right, I’m telling you you have to take me out for coffee to make up for it.”
Neve bit her lip, something between a laugh and a strangled breath escaping from her. “That sounds fair.”
“Good.” She nodded, the movement awkward given the way she was twisted down to see Neve’s face. “Now. I hate to be presumptuous—”
“Do you?”
She laughed. “Not really.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be. You’re funny.” She sat up straighter, Neve following the movement. “But, anyway. I could really do with lying in a bed. Any chance I can borrow a change of clothes? I really don’t want to dirty your pristine sheets.”
“Oh. Yeah. Of course.” Neve could do that. Alba could borrow clothes. That was fine. She’d done that before with friends. As a child. 



CHAPTER 10
 
 
 
Shit.
Alba was going to have to tell Zainab she was right twice. She really did hate that. Though, she supposed it came with the territory of being… optimistic as she was. She’d really thought spending a bit of actual time around Neve would help her prove the crush was nothing to worry about. It would just go away once the thrill of meeting and running into each other unexpectedly disappeared. And, yes, maybe the middle of the night wasn’t the best time to initiate that, but it wasn’t the worst.
Her arm, which was wrapped around Neve’s body, and her hand, caught between Neve’s arms, burned like a warning, like a heated reminder that maybe the middle of the night was the worst time after all.
But it hadn’t felt like that. It had felt perfect—no walls, no worrying, no pretenses. Neve in her pajamas, Alba a mess from a night out. Just the two of them and the quiet world. And Neve had been funny. Shy, a little bashful and awkward, but funny. The kind of funny someone wasn’t working for, it just came out, even when they weren’t trying. It was Alba’s favorite kind of funny.
And then there was the way she smiled when Alba amused her. That wide, hypnotic smile and the way it crinkled her blue eyes. And Alba was really trying just to be friends with her, but now, here she was, woken too early for their late night—she really was getting too old for staying up until 5 AM—and wrapped around Neve, desperately fighting against the thought that this was nice.
Or, it would be if she weren’t feeling so guilty. Though, most of that guilt was probably precipitated by the sounds of Charlie and Alice moving around the apartment. Alice didn’t bother her too much. Well, neither did Charlie, but Alba knew Charlie didn’t like her, and she imagined her current position wouldn’t be winning her any points, and she didn’t want to cause problems for Neve.
Plus, there was the look Zainab was going to give her when she got home. There had been a few last night, too, but everything had felt a little less real in the middle of the night. A little more exciting and a little less dangerous.
Though, so long as she was only hurting herself, what was really the problem?
Someone in the kitchen dropped a pan, the clang echoing through the apartment. Alba didn’t think she’d ever been in an apartment with two floors before and was surprised by how much the sound traveled.
Even asleep, it penetrated Neve’s dreams and she moved restlessly.
Taking the moment of freedom, Alba pulled her arm back. They were sharing a bed, and not an especially large one, so being close together was inevitable, but Neve waking up to find Alba wrapped around her would probably be more than she was looking for, more than she would be comfortable with.
Alba’s arm was so warm from Neve’s body heat. It set something aching inside of her.
She enjoyed dating, and had done plenty of it, but it never went anywhere. A few weeks, a couple of months, nothing serious. She’d liked them all plenty, but there was always something missing. Neve’s body heat against her arm felt like it filled the gaping hole in all of her relationships. A physical intimacy that was unlike the kind she’d shared with other people.
Neve stirred before Alba could get too deep in her feelings. She was kind of grateful. Never a fun time to be had getting lost in feelings she had no time or space to be dealing with.
It was still too early, really, for either of them to be awake. Totally fine by most people’s standards—a little late even, but they’d only been asleep a few hours.
Neve rolled over, bringing their faces close together, and blinked her eyes open. She gasped, jumping away faster than Alba could consciously think to react, but her arm shot out instinctively, wrapping around Neve again to prevent her from falling out of the bed.
“Sorry,” Neve said, blushing furiously. “I just… forgot you were here, I guess.”
Alba laughed at her wince. “Nothing I love more than hearing how forgettable I am.”
She buried her face in her pillow. “I didn’t mean that.”
“I know. I’m just being difficult.”
Neve groaned, peeking back up at Alba.
“Good morning,” Alba said with a radiant grin.
“Good morning.”
She watched Neve’s eyes flick from her face to her arm, tracing it to the place where it disappeared around Neve’s back. The risk of falling had passed. The customary thing would have been to let Neve go once the risk had disappeared.
Alba laughed, pulling her arm back as if the movement hadn’t been delayed. “I guess we’re adding falling out of bed to that list of places I might lose you.”
Neve bit her lip. “I, um, haven’t fallen out of bed for a long time.”
“But you have fallen out of bed.”
“Uh. Yeah. Multiple times, actually.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yeah,” she mumbled. “I used to have a real problem with it. Apparently, younger me had no concept of where the bed began or ended when I was asleep.”
“Did your parents have to put pool noodles in your bed to keep you in it?”
A pained noise sounded in her throat. “That might have been a thing that happened.”
Alba giggled. “That’s adorable.” She moved closer, wrapping her arm deliberately around Neve and pulling her deeper into the bed. “Don’t worry. I can be your pool noodle for tonight.”
“I don’t think it’s night anymore,” she said, avoiding Alba’s gaze.
“It should be. I feel like I got about three hours of sleep.”
“You probably did…”
She laughed louder. “I suppose that’s true. Zainab would probably tell me I need to learn my limits.”
“But where’s the fun in that?”
Alba adjusted her head to get a clear view of Neve’s face. This woman who was so nervous and awkward, but also so very, very interesting. Funny and smart and occasionally teasing. That tantalizing glimmer in her eye when she said something she knew was a little cheeky but was unwilling to back down from it.
And Alba was just supposed to not have a crush on her?
Maybe that made it all okay. If a crush was inevitable, the best thing to do was just ride it out, wait for it to pass. And the more time they spent together, the sooner it would, and she’d be left with a wonderful friend. Her plan hadn’t been weird at all.
“Where’s the fun in that indeed?” Alba glanced around conspiratorially. “When was the last time you pushed your limits?”
She laughed lightly. “I assume you mean other than right now, trying to survive on a few hours of sleep?”
“Naturally.”
She thought for a moment, and the sound of laughter drifted up from downstairs, transforming her expression into something much more apprehensive. “Last night.”
“What, did you try to eat your weight in pizza or something?”
She shot Alba a confused look before shaking her head. “How is that the first thing to mind?”
“I’m hungry.”
“For pizza?”
“Mm. Yes. Cold pizza for breakfast after a night out. Breakfast of champions.”
Neve hesitated. “Okay. That’s actually fair.”
“Why, thank you,” Alba said, putting on an overly grand voice in a terrible British accent.
Neve laughed. “No. Not that.”
“Then what?”
She chewed her lip again, drawing Alba’s attention. She did that a lot, usually when she was anxious, Alba was realizing. And, while Alba was really planning to get over the crush and just be friends, she couldn’t help but notice how plump and perfect that bottom lip was. They were both perfect, but the bottom lip especially… Very slightly out of balance with the top, but in the most mesmerizing way.
Alba cleared her throat, shaking the thought off. Zainab was going to know she was a goner whether Alba specifically admitted it or not. Delightful.
“By sneaking you in,” Neve finally whispered. “I’ve never actually snuck anyone in before.”
Alba furrowed her brow. “What? You live with a legit couple but you’re not allowed guests? What kind of agreement is that?”
“No, no. I am allowed guests, of course. It’s just that I’ve never snuck them in at two in the morning before.”
“Ah. That just makes it more interesting, don’t you think?”
She looked down. “Everything about you is interesting.”
Friendship was going to be tricky if she was going to keep saying things like that.
“Correct response,” Alba quipped, ignoring the swooping feeling in her chest.
Neve laughed, shaking her head before looking back at Alba.
Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard. So long as Alba made a joke every time Neve said anything that could be interpreted as flirty, they’d be fine. It was her usual setting anyway, and Neve wasn’t intentionally flirting. Maybe that would just be their rhythm—just like snark was her rhythm with Zainab.
“Did you ever sneak a friend into your room when you were a kid?” Alba asked, genuinely curious.
“Nope. Not once.”
“Wow. You sure know how to make a girl feel special.” Alba wasn’t supposed to be the one saying flirty things. Maybe she needed to adjust that dynamic. Two friends who were flirty and joked a lot? She’d had friends like that before. That could work.
Could she make it work with Neve? Could she make it work if Neve kept being interesting and funny and kept looking at her with those pretty blue eyes?
Charlie’s voice, audible but indecipherable, broke the momentary silence between them.
Neve shot Alba a look. “Think you’ll still be feeling special if Charlie catches you here?”
Alba rolled her eyes, only half amused. “She does know you’re an adult and allowed to pick your own friends, right?”
Something flitted quickly across Neve’s expression that told Alba she’d hit a nerve, but Neve locked it down so quickly it was clear she didn’t want to talk about it. Not yet, at least. “She just cares, you know? Worries about me.”
Alba desperately wanted to know if Neve had ever come close to doing anything that suggested she required such worry. She couldn’t imagine it, but there was that fascinating edge that popped up occasionally. There wasn’t anything Alba could think of that Neve might not be capable of.
They both seemed to be searching for the correct thing to say next when there was a knock on the bedroom door, which caused them both to jump and drew attention to the fact that Alba still had her arm wrapped around Neve. Alba was at least glad she didn’t naturally yank it back like she’d been caught doing something wrong.
“Neve? You up?” Charlie’s voice called.
Alba wasn’t especially bothered by Charlie, but she didn’t enjoy the way Neve tensed slightly. Whatever was going on with those two, even Alba could pick up that Neve wasn’t completely comfortable with the situation.
“Yeah, I’m awake,” Neve called back, clearing her throat slightly but not pulling away from Alba.
She had locked the door last night. At the time, it hadn’t seemed all that unusual—Alba had lived in enough shared homes, and visited enough people in them, to know some people were door lockers—but, now, she wondered whether Neve generally locked her door, or whether it was simply a way to keep Alba safe from whatever ire her presence was going to elicit in Charlie.
“Do you want breakfast? We made pancakes,” Charlie called through the door.
“Ooh, pancakes,” Alba whispered very quietly and very close to Neve’s ear. That didn’t stop Neve from brushing her fingers over Alba’s lips in warning, though. Alba suppressed a laugh and a shudder.
Being around Neve, Alba was quickly learning, was a million overwhelming, wonderful, conflicting experiences all at once. She wasn’t sure she’d ever experienced anything like it.
“Oh, uh, no, thank you. I’m… actually going to meet a friend for brunch,” Neve called back.
Alba gave her a look. It didn’t sound much like a lie, not after she got past the initial hesitance. Was she actually supposed to be meeting someone?
Charlie’s tone on the other side of the door changed. She wasn’t an especially subtle person. Perhaps that was why she didn’t like Alba, they were too similar in that way. “Who?”
“Oluwatobi,” Neve called back, her voice steady, but her face crumpled in a way that indicated she was definitely lying.
“Oluwatobi? Why?”
Alba frowned. She’d never once told Zainab she was meeting someone and been quizzed about why, nor had she ever quizzed Zainab—or any of her other friends—like that. There were concerned friends and then there was whatever this was. It made Alba’s insides squirm uncomfortably. She could only imagine what it must be like being on the receiving end.
“We’ve got some things to go over for work. Presentation next week, you know?”
It took a minute to realize that Neve was fidgeting again—she did that when she was anxious too, it seemed. This time, though, she wasn’t fidgeting with her own shirt. Under the blanket, her fingers were worrying the edge of the shirt she’d given Alba to wear. Alba wasn’t sure Neve even realized, but, once she was aware of it, she couldn’t not focus on it.
“Oh, right. Yeah. Didn’t realize you were working with Oluwatobi on it.”
“Uh, yeah. He sends his regards.”
Charlie snorted. “Sure he does.”
Perhaps Alba had judged too quickly. There was clearly some history there. Maybe the questioning really was coming from the right place. If Zainab was putting herself in a questionable position, Alba would probably worry. Hell, Zainab had asked plenty of questions about Alba’s insistence on seeing Neve. Maybe the delivery had been abrupt but the question wasn’t so bad after all?
Neve listened carefully for a few moments, and Alba could hear Charlie walking away from the room and back downstairs.
She grinned at Neve. “So, should I be letting you get to your brunch?”
Neve crumpled, groaning as she moved to roll her face into her pillow again. However, this time, the two of them were so close together that she mostly rolled herself into Alba’s hair and pillow. She didn’t seem in a hurry to pull back, though.
“There is no brunch,” she said, her soft voice muffled into almost nothing.
“Oh, really? You don’t say?”
“Alba,” she whined, and Alba couldn’t help the grin that spread across her face.
“Sorry,” she laughed, squeezing Neve tighter. “I’m just teasing.”
“I’m a terrible friend,” she said, finally rolling back.
“You are not. You’re just… navigating an unusual situation.”
“Hm.” She stared at the wall over Alba’s shoulder for a long moment, her brow puckered. When she spoke again, her voice was so low Alba wasn’t sure the words were meant for her. “I am a terrible adult. Should have just…”
Alba watched her for a moment but wasn’t entirely sure how to help. Distraction had worked before, though. “What’s the deal with Oluwatobi?”
It worked. Neve’s face transformed into something between chagrin and amusement. “Before Charlie and Alice met, I introduced Charlie and Oluwatobi at a… birthday party…”
“Your birthday party,” Alba inserted, knowing she was right from the embarrassed way Neve attempted to skirt around it, as if the poor woman didn’t deserve a birthday party if something went awry at it.
“Indeed.” She twitched her nose adorably. “And, well, Charlie was interested and Oluwatobi… is aromantic.”
“Ah, cool.” Alba paused. “Well, not for Charlie, I suppose.”
“Yeah. He’s not aromantic and interested in a relationship. He’s aromantic and decidedly not interested in a relationship. He was very clear that he thought Charlie was lovely, but—”
“But Charlie is Charlie.”
Neve nodded awkwardly. “I guess how she is comes across pretty readily when she’s… not a fan of you.”
Alba laughed. “I’m not afraid of Charlie, don’t worry. I’ve never met anyone I can’t win over.”
“I’m sure you haven’t.”
Alba moved to sit up, propping herself up on one arm, keeping her other draped over Neve. “So, does that mean you’re available for brunch then, because I could really go for some pancakes. You know, maybe without a side of scowling.”
“Yeah, sorry about that.”
“It’s really okay. I have been scowled at before, believe it or not.”
“I thought you just said you can win anyone over.”
“Yes, and the ones who require the most winning over are the ones who scowl.”
“Oh, right. My mistake.”
“Indeed. You’re going to have to let me buy you brunch to make up for it.”
Neve laughed. “You really don’t have to do that. And I don’t think that’s actually how making things up to someone usually works.”
“I’m the one slighted. I’ll decide on the repentance.”
“I didn’t slight you,” Neve insisted, following Alba up out of the bed.
“I know,” she replied, tilting her head with a wide grin as she held up her pink pants from last night. “But maybe you should be busy worrying about how you’re planning on sneaking me out of the apartment wearing this eye-catching suit.”
Neve groaned and fell backwards onto the bed again, leaving Alba laughing as she set about changing back into said suit. 



CHAPTER 11
 
 
 
As she leaned back against the passenger seat, it occurred to Neve that she’d never let anyone drive her car before. It wasn’t that she was precious about the thing—a decade old with over a hundred and fifty thousand miles on it—but that people seldom ever went places with her driving. She hadn’t realized it before, but, as she thought about it, the afternoon sun shining through the windows and bouncing off the lake they were driving by, she finally realized she was never the default driver.
When she went out with Charlie and Alice, Charlie drove, Alice was in the passenger seat, and Neve was in the back. When she dated, her partners were somehow always the ones driving. She didn’t dislike doing it, she wasn’t bad at it, she just… never got asked. Nobody ever assumed she’d be the one driving. It bothered her now that she thought about it. One person always defaulting to being the driver was their choice, but how was it that every single person in her life assumed she wouldn’t be driving?
Alba hadn’t seemed remotely concerned about Neve’s driving. Once they’d managed to make it out of the house—quickly and with a cursory parting called in the direction of the kitchen once Alba was out of the apartment—Alba had very readily slipped into the passenger seat. She’d seemed perfectly at ease as they drove to the restaurant too. Although, she had been dropped off last night, so it wasn’t as though her own car happened to be an option.
Neve glanced over at Alba. She was concentrating on the road but bobbing along to the music emitting from the speakers. It was the first time Neve could remember someone happily listening along to her music without requesting a switch to something they preferred or simply defaulting to something they liked without asking Neve’s opinion. She’d never felt it appropriate to pass judgment on the car owner’s musical choices in their own cars so she’d never just spoken up like other people tended to.
Neve wasn’t sure she enjoyed personal revelations. Every single one she had seemed to illuminate all the ways she didn’t operate like the other people around her. How was that even possible? In a world of so, so many humans, it felt statistically impossible to feel so out of step with everyone.
The song changed and Alba knew the words, singing along as she drove.
Neve looked out of the front window again.
They’d left the restaurant knowing Alba needed to go home and shower and get some rest after so little sleep—Neve too, if she were honest—and Alba had simply asked. She hadn’t assumed Neve wouldn’t want to drive, she hadn’t implied Neve’s driving was terrible, she hadn’t done anything except ask. And, without even thinking, without realizing that the moment was actually pretty huge, Neve had agreed. She hadn’t felt pressured, she’d appreciated the offer, and she’d agreed. As naturally as breathing.
She’d tossed the keys to Alba as if she’d been doing it for years. And, even now, as she realized she was never the default driver, there was something nice about it. Perhaps it was the knowledge that if she’d declined, Alba wouldn’t have been offended or made a big deal out of it.
Her jaw tensed as she remembered asking Roxanne if she wanted Neve to drive them home one time. It was late, Roxanne had had a long day, and Neve genuinely wanted to do something to help. Roxanne had laughed lightly, kissed Neve’s nose, and said, “No, passenger princess. I’m perfectly capable of doing the driving.”
Neve had nothing against passenger princesses, but she didn’t think she was one. She liked driving. She’d never had an accident, never gotten a ticket, never done anything that suggested she should always be a passenger.
“Do you think I’m a bad driver?” she blurted at Alba without thinking it through.
Alba turned the music down slightly, her expression confused. “No. Do you?”
“Do I think I’m a bad driver?”
“Yeah.”
Neve sighed heavily. “No.”
Alba waited, sending multiple quick glances Neve’s way as she did.
“I just realized this is the first time anyone has ever driven my car besides me.”
Alba quirked a smile. “Thank you for the honor.”
Neve rolled her head on the headrest to look directly at her. “You’re welcome, I guess. But that’s not the point.”
“What is?”
“Everyone else is always the driver. Is it something about me that makes people think I’m incapable?”
Alba’s expression dropped. “Of course not. Do you want me to pull over right now and you can take over driving? Because I absolutely will.”
Neve smiled gratefully. “No. But you asked. You didn’t just assume.”
“Who assumes they’re going to be the driver in someone else’s car?”
“Fair point.”
Neve stewed for a moment, attempting to get her thoughts in order. “If your car had been at my place, would you have driven?”
She shrugged. “I mean, I’d probably just have asked if you wanted to drive and gone with whatever you wanted. We’d have had to go back there either way—to drop you off or to pick up my car, so what difference does it make?” She grinned. “I’d probably have been hoping you’d want to drive your car because you’ve seen mine and I hadn’t seen yours.”
Neve shot her a look. “I didn’t realize you were such a petrolhead.”
She laughed. “Very British term, darling.”
Neve blushed, looking down. She wasn’t even sure where she’d heard it before, but she wasn’t sure that mattered nearly as much as how Alba’s term of endearment made her insides twist, even if she had just said it as a joke.
Alba shook her head. “I’m not. I’m just incredibly nosey.”
“Ah.”
They turned into a parking lot and Alba parked them in an empty spot next to the car Neve was pretty certain was Alba’s. She hadn’t been in the best condition when she’d been in it to take in every detail, but the green and the shape felt familiar.
Alba shut the engine off and turned in her seat to better face Neve. “Would you rather I didn’t offer to drive?”
“No.” Neve grimaced. “I know I’m coming across as weird and indecisive.”
“You’re not, but even if you were, that would be okay.”
After all the time they’d now spent together, Neve was certain the thing she understood the most about Alba was that she was generous. With her time, her smiles, her energy, everything—she was just generous. It was nice to be around.
And, despite the slight crisis of confidence in her own driving that it had elicited, Neve found it was nice to sit in her own passenger seat with Alba driving.
Alba narrowed her eyes, the rest of her expression amused, and leaned in closer to Neve. “You can be as contradictory as you like. It’s not going to scare me away. I like things a little contradictory.”
Neve laughed. “Somehow, I’m not surprised.”
“Oh, I’ll try harder to surprise you next time.”
“That’s really not necessary,” Neve replied quickly. “I wasn’t trying to challenge you.”
“Too late.” She laughed.
Alba was just so free and easygoing. It was everything Neve had spent a lifetime trying, and failing, to be. She had no idea how it came so easily to other people.
She shook her head, breaking the eye contact. “Whatever makes you happy, I suppose.”
Alba laughed again. “You’re very easygoing.”
Neve did a double take and laughed in surprise. “I don’t know if that’s true. But I was just thinking the same thing about you.”
She smirked and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, come now, darling,” she said in an old Hollywood accent. “I’m actually terribly difficult.”
“You just offered to pull over on the side of the road to let me drive…”
She hummed. “Which, clearly, makes me a menace to the roads and society.”
“How, exactly?”
Alba thought about it for a beat. “I’ll get back to you on that.”
“I see.” Neve nodded, letting her head fall back against the seat again. She liked it here. Part of her didn’t want to leave the moment. She liked how easy it was. She liked how normal it felt to have Alba driving her car and making jokes. Nothing ever felt easy, but, somehow, this did. It was a nice change, even if she didn’t totally understand it.
Alba copied her movements, settling back in her own seat, and Neve was glad of the few extra minutes she got of simply sitting there, looking up at Alba’s building. It was nice, modern; sleeker than the one Neve lived in with its Tudor-inspired exterior. She liked the character of her own building, but she liked this too.
Maybe Alba had a point about contradictions.
“What are you going to tell Charlie about Oluwatobi?” Alba asked softly after a few quiet moments.
Neve grimaced. “That I lied?”
Alba laughed. “Really? I support it.”
“Eh.” She sighed. “I don’t know. I should.”
She wondered whether she was being childish by not just telling Charlie the truth from the beginning. Perhaps that was why nobody let her drive. If she constantly acted childish, maybe that was why people treated her like one sometimes.
But it wasn’t just that. She wanted to have the conversation with Charlie—well, she knew she needed to, and the longer they waited, the more painful it became. So, she supposed she didn’t want to have it, but she did want to get it over with. No matter how badly it went.
Doing so while Alba was in her room was not the time. Thus, maybe lying hadn’t been all that childish. You did what you had to to protect yourself. And the people you were hiding in your bedroom.
Like a child…
Alba’s hand reached across the console and gripped Neve’s. “Whatever you decide, I know you’ll make the right decision.”
Neve looked down at their hands atop her thigh. Alba was so warm. She’d thought the same thing this morning when Alba was pretending to be a pool noodle.
She nodded, unable to figure out what to say but appreciating the support more than she could express. Maybe one day, she’d figure out this whole adulting thing and all the pieces would slot into place.
“Say,” Alba said, pulling her hand back but twisting forward to sit up and look directly at Neve again. “What are you doing Thursday night?”
Neve laughed, slightly embarrassed. “Uh, binging some random show in bed?”
“Is that a question?”
“No?”
Alba laughed. “Is that?”
“Maybe?”
Alba laughed again. “Okay, well, how attached to those plans are you?”
It rather depended on what the alternative was, but that wasn’t a particularly appropriate thing to say to anyone. Besides, she’d had fun last night and today, so if Alba was the one making plans, they might not be so bad. “Uh, probably not very?”
Alba shot her an amused look, hearing the question again. “It’s Zainab’s birthday.”
“Happy Birthday.”
She smirked. “You could just tell her yourself. We’re going for dinner and dancing. Do you want to come?”
“Do all of your friends have birthdays in the same week?”
“No. Do yours?”
Neve narrowed her eyes. “They do not.”
“So, do you wanna come?”
She pursed her lips momentarily. “Won’t Zainab be upset with you randomly inviting people to her birthday party?”
“Firstly, you’re not random. Secondly, nah, she’ll love it.”
“She’ll have to call the restaurant to change the booking and everything?”
“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that. It’s at our friend’s restaurant. We could bring the entire building and it would be fine.” She gestured out of the window at her apartment building.
“Do you know the whole building?”
“Not yet.”
“How long have you lived here?”
She laughed. “Long enough that you don’t have to worry I’m trying to make friends with them all and bring them along on Thursday night.”
“Good to know.”
“So, what do you think?”
“I think… you should check with Zainab that it’s okay, and, if she says yes… I’ll come.”
You only live once, right?
Alba’s face lit up and Neve was glad she’d said yes. It was the least she could do for someone who’d done so much for her lately.
It also gave her a deadline. She’d talk to Charlie before Thursday. Hopefully sooner, but at least before then. She didn’t want to keep making up lies every time she hung out with Alba.
“Well, I should get inside and ask her immediately then,” Alba said, nodding in the direction of her apartment.
“Yeah,” Neve agreed, sad the moment was about to be broken. So long as they stayed shut inside the car, the rest of the world felt slightly like it didn’t exist, like it couldn’t cause any problems so long as they stayed there.
“Don’t worry, Zainab’s going to say yes.”
Neve was going to point out that wasn’t what was worrying her, but, when she thought about it, she wondered whether it should be. Alba had said she was going to have to tell Zainab she was right about Neve thinking they were a couple. By Thursday, she’d probably know, and that was a little embarrassing.
Alba smiled at her before jumping out of the car. Neve followed suit, a little slower, and met Alba where she was waiting at the front of the car, the driver’s door standing open, waiting for Neve to reclaim it.
Neve felt especially short standing facing Alba in front of a car.
Alba’s eyes caught on Neve’s hair, blowing in the breeze, before she looked back at her. “Thanks for having me over last night, and for today. I had fun.”
“Me too,” Neve said, a smile breaking out on her face.
“I’m glad.” Almost the second the words were out, Alba lurched forward and pulled Neve into a hug.
It wasn’t as intimate as when they’d been in bed, but it felt similar—warm, safe.
Alba was incredibly touchy with her friends. Neve found she didn’t mind it. She wasn’t that way herself, but it was so naturally Alba that it didn’t feel weird or insincere at all, and she liked that.
Alba let her go, smiling as she walked backwards towards her apartment building, and it was only then that Neve’s eyes caught sight of someone dressed in vibrant orange, standing on a balcony halfway up the building, watching them.
It only took a second to place that it was Zainab, even with the distance.
“What is it?” Alba said, turning to follow Neve’s line of sight. “Ugh. Of course. Well, at least we know she’s home and can answer quickly.”
“Indeed,” Neve replied, moving back to her car and feeling oddly awkward about being watched. It wasn’t like they’d been doing anything wrong, but it still felt odd.
“I’ll text you in about five minutes.”
“I’ll be driving in about five minutes.”
“So? I’m still texting you. I know you’re not going to check it while you’re driving, but I’m still texting you because I want to.”
Neve smiled ruefully, climbing into the car. “Sounds good.”
And it did.
And she did. 



CHAPTER 12
 
 
 
“Come to the mall?” Zainab asked, her eyes flicking from the phone in her hand to Alba who was standing frozen in the doorway to their apartment.
“Yes, I had a lovely day at work, thank you, dear. How was your day?” Alba shot back, moving again to close the door.
Zainab waved her off. “I’d have asked. They close in a couple of hours. Come to the mall?”
Alba shrugged. “Sure. Are we going for anything specific?”
“Nope.”
“Fair enough.”
“Great,” Zainab stood up from the couch swiftly, joining Alba by the door to grab her things as Alba sifted through what she needed to bring with her and what could stay there. “So. Good day?”
Alba laughed, herding her out the door. “Yes, thank you. A fairly standard Tuesday.”
She hummed. “Two days before my birthday. Did you get me a gift yet? Now’s a great time if not.”
Alba stepped back into the elevator she’d only recently left, her hand pausing halfway to the buttons. “Is that why we’re going to the mall?”
“No.”
“Okay. Great. Because I already got your gift, thank you very much.”
“I’m impressed.”
Alba waited until they made it to the ground floor to ask, “Do you want to know what it is?”
“No.” Zainab led the way out the door and across the parking lot. “I’ll drive, shall I?”
Alba smiled, nodding. A question. A really simple, standard question. Presumptuously phrased this time, perhaps, but it was a question. One she’d taken for granted for so long, but hanging out with Neve had her reassessing so many things in her life. She glanced at the spot where she’d parked Neve’s car on Sunday, smiling slightly more as she did.
They got into the car and Alba pulled her phone out to text Neve. However, she was greeted by a waiting notification and was unable to deny she was a little disappointed when she saw that it wasn’t from the woman in question.
“Neve?” Zainab asked accusingly as she started the car up.
“Handel’s Water Music.” Alba shot her a look. “See. Other people text me.”
“Yeah, your weird cousin is a real win.” She pulled out of the space and headed for the exit. “You know, calling her that only makes it weirder.”
“I know.” Alba grinned. In her defense, she wasn’t the one who’d started it. It was just a family thing from when her cousin, Hanna, had gotten so excited to attend a performance of said music that she learned everything she could about its composer’s life and those performing it. Subsequently, nobody actually managed to listen to any of the performance because Hanna managed to talk through the entire thing about all the facts she’d learned.
The fact that Hanna and Handel were similar only helped the name stick.
“Does she at least have good gossip?”
“If you count checking that I’m going to that whole holiday weekend gathering thing next week as gossip…”
“Ooh, do I consider your movements as juicy gossip I couldn’t get from anyone but your cousin?” She shot Alba a deadpan stare.
Alba laughed. “Hey, you asked.” She paused, reading. “Oh, actually, she is bringing her boyfriend, apparently.”
“Did we know she had a boyfriend?”
“Nope.”
“Okay. Baby gossip, I suppose.”
Alba looked away from the phone, studying Zainab’s profile. “Did you have a weird day at work?”
Zainab narrowed her eyes, refusing to look away from the road. “Why would you assume that?”
“You’re in an odd mood.”
“Am I.”
Alba laughed at the tone and lack of question in it. “Just a touch.”
She sighed and pursed her lips. Alba knew her well enough to give her time, using the moment to tell her cousin she’d be there to meet the boyfriend in question and to text a little, casual message to Neve.
“There’s just someone new who started today,” Zainab eventually said.
“Weird to start on a Tuesday instead of yesterday, but sure.” Alba quirked her lips. “No good?”
“They’re… good. I think.”
She studied Zainab. It wasn’t like her to have such complicated feelings on people. Ordinarily, Zainab knew exactly how she felt about someone and wasn’t especially shy about it. “So, what’s the problem?”
“There’s no problem,” she said too quickly.
Alba laughed. “Clearly, there is.”
“They’re fine. Totally fine. Just… a little…”
Alba stifled her smile. She suddenly got it and it did make sense of Zainab’s mood. However, she wasn’t certain Zainab had figured it out yet.
She wondered briefly whether she should just point it out. After all, Zainab hadn’t been shy about insisting Alba had a crush on Neve. Nor had she been subtle in her teasing since Alba had admitted it. However, Alba wasn’t sure she was there yet. Maybe in a few days, but not yet.
Instead, she adjusted her position in her seat, looking out the window as she said, “You should invite them along on Thursday.”
“Why on earth would I do that?”
“To get to know them.”
“I don’t need to get to know them. And, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, I don’t socialize with every person from my office.”
“Just a suggestion,” Alba said, holding her hands up in surrender.
It would only be a matter of time before Zainab figured it out. She wasn’t nearly as emotionally constipated as she seemed the first day she met someone she liked. But, for a couple of days, she sure seemed it.
“Do they have a name?” Alba asked casually.
“Most people tend to,” Zainab replied.
Alba almost laughed. Zainab really was a trip when she liked someone.
She pulled into the parking lot of the mall without giving up the person’s name, so, despite the desperate curiosity she felt, Alba knew she was going to have to wait a little longer for the answer. As if that hadn’t already been obvious enough from the emotionally soothing shopping trip Zainab had them taking. It was one of her favorite activities most of the time, so, in and of itself, it wasn’t necessarily an indication that anything was wrong, but, once Alba had put the pieces together, she’d noticed there was a pattern.
They made it around three stores where Alba bought nothing and Zainab bought very little before Alba fished her phone out again. She was sitting on a bench waiting for Zainab to try some clothes on and couldn’t resist. No matter how much she found it amusing that Zainab was completely preoccupied with her new crush, it wasn’t like Alba was much better.
Neve had replied. So had Alba’s cousin, but that could wait.
She read the message eagerly, frowning when she realized something was off. Neve was like an open book.
What’s wrong? She had to know. She wanted to make everything better. Part of her couldn’t help but wonder whether there was something wrong with the day itself. She’d had a perfectly lovely day but something was wrong with Neve, and Zainab was being tormented by a crush she hadn’t realized yet was one.
Neve replied quickly. Nothing
Alba frowned at her phone. She didn’t need to see Neve to know that was a lie. You can tell me. I promise it’s okay
It took a moment, but, eventually, Neve replied. I’m just trying to work myself up into having that conversation with Charlie tonight…
Ahh, the one about me!
Yes. The one about you… But also about, you know, just… lots of things!
Neve hadn’t mentioned exactly what she wanted to say to Charlie, but Alba knew the conversation was important and that it had been bothering Neve since Sunday—probably longer, honestly.
The two had been friends a long time, but Neve hated confrontation. She’d also been beating herself up over how long it was taking her to get around to the conversation.
Alba thought through her reply more than she could ever remember thinking through a text in her life. If you need to break things down and only tackle one at a time, that’s okay. It’s perfectly acceptable to just tell her you can choose your own friends, you know?
Is it?
It is. I promise
Alba wished they were talking about this in person. It was so much easier to believe someone when they were right in front of you, demonstrating how much they believed the words they were saying. And, while it seemed, perhaps, a little odd that Neve trusted Alba to discuss these things with when she couldn’t tell her best friend, it wasn’t all that surprising. Alba’s friendship with Neve wasn’t built on pretenses. Not that her friendship with Charlie was, either, but the two of them had a whole history and long-established dynamic Neve was trying to fight through and adjust.
What if she hates me?
Alba stared at Neve’s message, her secret fears, spoken aloud for just the two of them. Alba didn’t underestimate the gift of it.
But that didn’t help her reply.
Generally, Alba’s approach was that if someone couldn’t accept the changes and growth you needed, they weren’t worth having around. However, she also knew that her approach and Neve’s were likely polar opposites. And she knew all of Neve’s hesitancy and fear grew from not wanting to lose her friend. Alba thought she deserved better from her friends than needing to have the conversation in the first place, let alone working to mitigate Charlie’s response to it.
She’s not going to hate you. You’ve been friends for a really long time now. You live together. You know each other. At most, it will be a tiny bump to overcome as your relationship adapts to your needs, but that’s okay!
Alba was determined to be a good friend to Neve, even as she worked through her crush, but, even so, all she could think was that she wanted to hug her. It wasn’t romantic, necessarily. It was just the need to be there for someone she cared for.
She just knew she didn’t usually care quite this much.
That was wiser than I was expecting!
Alba laughed out loud. Should I be insulted?
No! I didn’t mean it like that, just that it was very wise! And helpful.
Yeah? I’m glad. And, while I am sure it will go well, I’m here no matter what happens!
She knew Neve was looking at her phone, but it took a while for her to reply. Alba could picture the way she must have been chewing her lower lip to within an inch of its life, the way her free hand must be worrying the edge of her shirt.
The reply came eventually. Wish me luck!
Call me after!
Zainab stepped out of the changing room as if on cue, and her entire demeanor switched upon catching sight of Alba. She rolled her eyes. “God. You’re in deep.”
Alba shot her a look, considering making a sarcastic comment. “How so?”
Zainab sat on the bench beside her, two items draped over her arm. “Look, I’m glad you’ve admitted you have a crush on Neve, but do you want to talk about all this?” She gestured to Alba.
“Are you insulting my look?” Alba glanced down at herself. “If you’ll remember correctly, you dragged me here straight from work basically.”
She rolled her eyes again. “Not this time.”
“Well, at least that.” Alba slipped her phone back into her pocket, hoping Neve would call her later and that the news would be good.
“You’re going to get hurt, and I’m worried about you.”
“Here? I doubt it. What do you think is going to happen? Shirt-related incidents are common, are they?”
“Alba.”
“Zainab.”
She sighed heavily. “Can you just be serious for one minute?”
“Sure.”
Zainab’s eyes traced over Alba’s face in a studying way. She dropped her voice. “You’re falling for her.”
“I thought we’d already established she was my type? It’s not like you can’t have a little crush on your friends. It will pass.”
Zainab blew out a breath. “It’s more than that. The look on your face when you talk to her…”
Alba looked at her incredulously. “We’re just friends and she’s going through something right now. Nothing is going to happen. I swear. I know what I’m doing.”
Zainab regarded her doubtfully. Alba didn’t know how to explain without revealing more about Neve than she had permission to. She had no idea whether Neve was generally out as asexual or if she wanted Alba’s friends knowing such a thing, and she wasn’t going to reveal it without very clear consent. It did make these conversations Zainab kept insisting on having a little complicated, though.
Eventually, Zainab dropped her shoulders. “Okay. If you say so. But, just so you know, when you’re hurting like hell, I’ll be there.”
Alba smiled. “I know.”
Zainab rolled her eyes and stood up. “Doesn’t mean I’m going to stop giving you a hard time about it, though.”
“I know that too.” Alba laughed and joined her in leaving the changing rooms.
“And, you know, I hope you’re ready for everyone else’s questions when you bring your girlfriend to my birthday party.”
“She’s not my girlfriend.”
“She’s your date.”
“When has that ever been an indication I’m going to start calling someone my girlfriend?”
“It hasn’t. But she’s different, and, whether you want to admit it or not, you know that.”
Alba laughed. “I do know that. We’re friends and I’m planning on being friends with her for a long time.”
“Planning to marry her as far as I can see.”
Alba skipped ahead, leading the way for the checkout. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. But, if you’re so worried about me, perhaps you should bring your new colleague along so everyone is bringing someone. Might not look so suspicious then.” 



CHAPTER 13
 
 
 
Neve took a deep breath before stepping out of her room. She still had no idea what she was going to say, but she knew she needed to say it. Whatever it was.
Her heart pounded in her chest as she headed down to the kitchen. Confrontation had never been her favorite thing but it was especially bad when it was with those closest to her. Perhaps there were some relationships where the closer you were to a person, the safer it felt to speak out about your feelings, or to disagree with them, because you both knew, deep down, that none of it was going to change your relationship. You felt safe on the bedrock you’d built together. Anything said that the other didn’t agree with was simply the river running by you both. It would pass by and pass on and nothing would change. You’d both still be there.
Neve had never felt like that. Everything felt as though it were hastily built on top of a cliff edge that was threatening to plunge itself into the sea. Every moment didn’t always feel like that, but any time she needed to push back or deviate or disagree, that was exactly how it felt.
She wanted to believe her friendship with Charlie was strong enough to encompass Neve being a full, whole, adult woman, but it hadn’t been feeling that way.
She’d told herself she’d wait for a good time, in a good place, where they could sit down and have the conversation, and actually concentrate. However, she stepped into the kitchen, saw Charlie sitting at the little table while Alice whirled around the kitchen cooking, and, before even greeting them, blurted out, “I’m going to a party with Alba on Thursday.”
Once the words were out, she couldn’t take them back, but she wanted to. Far more painful than the breakup with Roxanne was the moment hanging in the kitchen. The one where she might be about to lose her two best friends. What was nine months with Roxanne compared to years of friendship with Charlie? Alice too, but she’d known Charlie longer, and Charlie was the one with the real problem with Alba.
Charlie frowned, looking from Alice’s back to Neve, still stood in the doorway. Alice turned to look at Charlie too.
Neve hesitated. “Uh. Yeah, so, there’s that. How are you both?”
“Why?” Charlie asked, ignoring Neve’s question.
“Because it’s Zainab’s birthday and she asked me to.”
“Zainab asked you to go? Or Alba asked you to go?”
“Alba asked me to go,” Neve said, feeling very slightly like the room was swaying. She hated the undercurrent in Charlie’s voice.
“You texted her? Why?” Her expression made Neve’s skin crawl.
“Because I wanted to.” Neve wasn’t entirely sure where the boldness had come from but it was the truth.
“Why would you put yourself in danger like that?”
Neve’s head was pounding. Somewhere deep inside of her was her teenage self. She’d never been especially rebellious at any age, but now, her teenage self felt like the stubborn part of her. That was the part that hated it the most when people pushed her into things she didn’t like or asked questions like she was a child.
“I’m not sure Alba’s that dangerous,” Alice said, placing a hand over one of Charlie’s.
“How would we know that?” Charlie asked, more gentle when she was addressing Alice than when she was addressing Neve.
The teenager inside of Neve burned and railed again, demanding that same type of respect, demanding to have her own opinions about her own life, and to not have every one of them immediately called into question and open to public discussion.
“Well, we did meet her. She seemed nice enough. Maybe it’s okay if they hang out sometimes,” Alice said directly to Charlie. It was as though the two of them were having a conversation Neve wasn’t even a part of.
“She seemed like an arrogant asshole,” Charlie sneered, her voice only controlled because it was Alice she was addressing.
“You don’t even know her,” Neve yelled. She hadn’t been meaning to yell. She wasn’t someone who yelled—ever, really—but it bubbled up inside of her and burst out before she could think it through.
Alice and Charlie both turned back to Neve in surprise.
“Okay. Calm down,” Charlie said, clearly not taking the situation as seriously as Neve needed her to.
Humiliated, angry tears welled in Neve’s eyes. Her chest felt like it was going to burst. Years of putting herself away and putting up with being treated like a child, like she was barely competent swelled painfully inside of her.  “No. No, I won’t calm down,” she said, no longer yelling, but she could hear her voice quivering. “You’re both sitting there debating whether or not someone I’m friends with is someone I’m allowed to be friends with? Whether she’s good enough for me to spend time with? And you’re calling her names without even knowing her. You know, most people would be thankful that someone helped one of their loved ones when they were in trouble, but the whole time, you’ve just been judging her.”
Charlie scowled at her. “You got into a stranger’s car while you were upset. That’s objectively a dangerous thing to do.”
“I am not a child.” The words felt like they were bouncing around Neve’s head, like the echo of something her body had been begging her to say for years. “I’m more than capable of deciding whether a situation feels safe or not.”
Charlie folded her arms. “Well, sorry for being concerned about you.”
Neve’s breath was ragged, her vision swimming through the tears. “Do not do that.”
Well, sorry for being a terrible mother…
Well, sorry for worrying about you…
Well, sorry for being sexually attracted to you…
Well, sorry… sorry… sorry…
Neve caught the moment Charlie realized what she’d done and what it would mean for Neve. Something like embarrassment flashed across her face before she fixed it back into a resolved mask.
And that hurt almost as much as the words themselves. Couldn’t she just have apologized for using them? Did she have to double down?
“Look,” Charlie said, “you’ve got a bad track record. People hurt you and you fall for them and end up devastated. We’re just trying to keep you away from people who are going to destroy you again. It’s not like you can be trusted to make those decisions for yourself.”
“I’m not even dating Alba. It’s not at all the same. And even if I was, it’s my life. It’s supposed to be my choice to make.” Neve couldn’t breathe through the sobs threatening to break free from the onslaught of memories and the betrayal of having Charlie, her best friend, throw them in her face.
She’d suspected Charlie thought them, but having her thoughts confirmed out loud was far worse than anything Neve could have imagined.
“We’re just trying to help,” Alice insisted.
“You’re supposed to be my friends,” Neve gasped, every muscle in her body aching under the weight of it all.
“So that means we’re supposed to sit back and watch someone take advantage of you? Watch you associate with people who are no good for you?” Charlie spat the words and Neve couldn’t understand why she felt this way about Alba. The whole thing felt like it was spiraling too far, too fast.
“You don’t know her.”
“Neither do you. She just shows up, taking advantage of someone who’s just been dumped, and you think she’s going to respect you, you think she’s going to love you as you are, but she’s going to be like everyone else. She’s not going to want you more than she wants sex. Just like everyone else.” Charlie stood up. “If we don’t look after you, who’s going to?”
Hot tears streamed down Neve’s face. She needed to believe that her best friends didn’t view her the same way she viewed herself—as though she were unworthy of love—but, here it was, Charlie admitting that who Neve was was never going to be enough. Never worthy of love. Never loved enough. Never respected enough. Never cared about enough. Good for friendship, otherwise alone forever. In need of other people looking after her, making her decisions, taking away her friends like broken toys she was too foolish not to play with.
And the fact that all she had in the world was Charlie and Alice. Nobody else who cared. Nobody else who was going to look out for her.
She sucked in a painful, stabbing breath. Care wasn’t supposed to feel like this. “You were supposed to be my friends. Friends don’t do this,” she whispered, unable to speak any louder, before turning and heading out of the apartment, pausing only to grab her bag by the door.
She raced to her car, desperate for a place to be locked in and safe. So long as the car doors were locked, nobody else could get in, nobody else could hurt her.
Although, would anyone even try? Charlie had essentially confirmed they wouldn’t.
When she was certain neither Charlie nor Alice was going to be chasing her from the building, she collapsed in on herself, crying freely, keeping her head down so nobody passing by would see.
The last time she’d been crying in public, she’d met Alba. It had felt like a miracle, like the exact thing she’d needed. But it had led to this.
Maybe she’d always have ended up here—with or without Alba. She hadn’t lied, Charlie and Alice didn’t know Alba. Who Alba was didn’t really matter. For the two of them, Alba was simply a placeholder, a figurehead of what they believed Neve’s life to be.
She wished they could have believed in her more, believed she deserved more than they thought she did.
When the tears subsided slightly, she looked back up at her apartment. Their windows didn’t look out over this side, which she was glad of, but it did make the place feel even further away than it already did. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. Walking back inside didn’t feel wise. She couldn’t fight anymore, she didn’t want to see them, and she imagined that the tension in the house would simply trap her in her room, panicking.
But, if not back home, where was she supposed to go?
Fresh tears welled up. Charlie was right. Neve didn’t have anyone else.
She had colleagues and acquaintances, sure. And, sure, she technically had family out there, but she wasn’t in touch with them. She didn’t really have anyone she could call in an emergency. It was always just Charlie and Alice. For a few months, Roxanne had maybe been on the list, but…
Her mind flicked to Alba.
She’d already caused enough havoc in Alba’s life, already cried on her. Alba didn’t need that again.
Plus, she knew how much Charlie would hate her running straight to Alba.
Neve hated that, after everything, Charlie’s opinion still mattered and was still so painfully engraved in her heart that it felt almost impossible to do anything that she would disapprove of.
She wasn’t entirely certain friendship was supposed to make you feel that way.
But, Alba was Neve’s friend, and Neve desperately needed a friend.
It wasn’t as though Neve hadn’t already risked Charlie’s disappointment by hanging out with Alba. What did it matter to do the same thing now?
She opened her text conversation with Alba, her eyes lingering on their last exchange. From one perspective, it could be read as a hopeful request for luck and a belief it would go well—requesting a call after so as to celebrate good news. Neve had known better than to expect that. Deep down, she’d known she was only ever going to end up here. That was why she’d been putting it off for so long. Part of her didn’t want to shatter Alba’s optimism with the truth of what had happened.
But Alba had said to call her. She had hidden from Charlie in Neve’s apartment. She had been on the receiving end of Charlie’s glare. Maybe she, too, had known, deep down, what was about to happen. And maybe she really did want to be there for Neve. Maybe someone might care?
Neve wasn’t usually one for calling without texting first, but, if she didn’t just do it, she’d be frozen again, her whole evening lost in her car, all alone.
The call rang for a while before Alba answered. “Hey!” She sounded happy that Neve was calling but even through that, Neve could hear the apprehension in her voice. She hadn’t been as worried as Neve, but some part of her had known.
“Hi,” Neve said, immediately cursing the fact that she hadn’t tested her voice before calling. It sounded like she’d been crying. She had, but she’d wanted to keep that under wraps.
“Ah,” Alba said softly, the sound breaking Neve’s heart a little. “It didn’t go very well, huh?”
“No,” Neve said, her voice tiny, unable to stop the tears that started up again. Someone cared. Someone knew her well enough to know what happened without her telling them. She wasn’t as alone as she felt. “It didn’t go very well at all.”
“Where are you?”
“Sitting in my car.”
“Great. You’re safe. Where are you in your car?”
“My apartment. I haven’t driven anywhere.”
“Okay. I’m coming. I’ll be like…” She trailed off and there was noise in the background of the call but Neve couldn’t place it. All she wanted was Alba’s comforting voice back.
“You don’t need to do that.”
“No. I’m coming. Just give me twenty minutes. Sorry, that’s ages, but I’m coming.”
“You don’t have to keep showing up when I’m crying, you know?” Neve said, attempting something humorous and valiant.
“What kind of knight in shining armor would I be then?” Alba asked, managing a lightly comedic tone better than Neve could.
“I’m sorry for messing up your evening.”
“You’re not. I’ll be there soon.” 



CHAPTER 14
 
 
 
“We’ve gotta go,” Alba said, glancing at Zainab before looking back at their server. “Sorry. Can we also get a grilled veggie quesadilla with extra avocado salsa, and then get the whole order to go?”
He nodded before running off in the direction of the kitchen.
“Is Neve okay?” Zainab asked, clearly worried.
“No.”
“What happened?”
“Charlie, of course.” Alba shook her head, her gaze flicking towards the kitchen. She probably should have told Neve she’d be longer than twenty minutes, but twenty minutes already sounded like a long time when you were alone and hurting. “Neve tried to talk to her tonight about… Well, I don’t know all the details, but definitely about how she’s been acting about me.”
Zainab raised her eyebrows, something between knowing and accusing. “I’m guessing it didn’t go down well.”
“Doesn’t seem like it.”
“Do you want to tell me why she’s friends with Charlie?”
Alba blew out a breath. There were moments where she’d wondered the same thing. “Not sure of the details, but they’ve been friends a long time, they live together… Sounds like there’s a lot of history there.”
“But not enough history for her not to act like a dick about Neve’s friends?”
“Guess not.”
Zainab downed the rest of her water. “I don’t think this is a time for me telling you so, but I did warn you Charlie was picking up on something.”
“What, like me wanting to be friends with Neve?”
She rolled her eyes. “No, like you wanting to be something more than friends with Neve.”
Alba sighed. “Look, for… various reasons that is a non-issue. And, even if it were on the table, I don’t think that’s reason enough to leave your supposed best friend sobbing, all alone, in her car because she tried to talk to you about it.”
Zainab’s expression tightened. “Yeah, that’s fair.”
“You give me a hard time about it constantly, but not in a way that I feel attacked or controlled.”
“Is that how Neve’s been feeling?”
“I think it’s about more than just me—”
“Yeah, you’re not that important,” she interjected with a smirk.
Alba scowled. “But, yeah, I think that’s basically their whole thing.”
“She needs new friends.”
“Easier said than done.”
“I can imagine.”
“How long is this food going to take?” Alba muttered, mostly to herself and entirely rhetorically, glancing towards the kitchen again.
“She’s always welcome to stay at our place. For as long as she needs,” Zainab said seriously.
Alba shot her a look. “You’re not worried I’m going to fall in love with her if she’s staying at our place?”
Her eyes searched Alba’s face for an uncomfortably long moment. “With regards to that, I don’t think it matters whether she’s staying at our place or not. But, that’s irrelevant. I like her, you’re friends with her, she needs help, and, besides, I have no interest in acting like Charlie. You can make your own choices and, like I said, I’ll be there if it all comes tumbling down.”
Alba shot her a smile. She and Zainab liked to wind each other up, but they were always going to be in each other’s corners. She wished Charlie could have done the same for Neve and she didn’t even know the whole story yet.
Her smile switched back from sincere to its usual, casual expression and she nodded towards Zainab. “Well, you can invite her to stay yourself, if you like. I’m not planning on running to her place, and we came in the same car.”
“Oh, really, you don’t want to run down the highway dragging two people’s meals with you?”
“Right back to snark, I see.”
“What else did you expect?”
“Nothing. And I’d have been disappointed if you’d done something else.”
Zainab laughed. “I know. But I’m not coming with you. I’ll drop you off, but I don’t think she needs both of us there. You said she was in her car?”
“Yeah, but I’m not trying to ditch you for dinner. You can totally—”
“I’m a big girl. I can handle eating alone.”
“You sure?”
“Am I sure I know how to feed myself? Yeah, had that skill down for a good while now.”
“You’re insufferable.”
“And you’re not?” She stared pointedly at Alba.
“I own it.”
Clearly deciding the battle wasn’t worth it, Zainab shook her head and dropped it. “What’s with the extra avocado salsa? You didn’t even ask her what she wanted. How do you know what she wants extra of?”
“Informed guess based on what she ordered at brunch. She loves avocados. You should have seen her being all cute about her avocado toast.”
Zainab watched her with that knowing, accusatory gaze again. “How very millennial of her.”
“As if you’re not the exact same way?”
“This isn’t about me.”
“I’ll say.”
“Maybe I’m just worried about how it is that Neve somehow likes you back. What could such a soft, sweet person like her be doing hanging out with you?”
“Oh, it’s not a prerequisite to be like me to appreciate all that I bring to your life. As I’m sure you must be aware.”
“Insufferable.”
The waiter arrived back at their table with three boxes of food bagged up together and Alba led the charge on paying and getting out of there as quickly as possible. She slid into the passenger seat, grateful that Zainab was the one driving them to Neve’s place. It had already taken longer than she’d have liked to get their food. She was more worried about Neve with every minute that passed. If she’d been the one driving, she could only imagine she’d have been tempted to speed in her desperation to reach Neve and let her know she wasn’t alone.
Zainab, however, wasn’t quite as worried as Alba. Concerned, but in control of her driving. She managed to get them there quickly enough, but it felt like an eternity for Alba.
As soon as Zainab pulled over in Neve’s parking lot, Alba launched herself out of the car, thanking Zainab and taking the two portions of food she’d ordered for herself and Neve. She hadn’t thought twice about it even though she had no idea whether Neve might have already eaten. She’d hazard not given how worried Neve had been, but it didn’t matter if she had. All that mattered was letting her know people cared and wanted to look after her in a way that felt safe and considered.
Neve looked edgy in her car, watching Alba walk towards her, her eyes only flickering back to Zainab’s car once Alba was sliding into her passenger seat and Zainab—satisfied that Alba and Neve were safe—drove away.
“You were out with Zainab?” Neve asked, slightly panicked.
“Just grabbing some food.” She held up the bag. “I brought you some too.”
“Oh.” She stared at the bag. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. You didn’t need to do that. You can call Zainab back and go eat with her.”
“That’s not necessary. She assures me she knows how to feed herself.”
Neve’s eyes went wide. “I wasn’t trying to imply that—”
Alba laughed. “I know. Don’t worry. Zainab just thinks she’s funny.”
Alba looked Neve over. She looked exhausted. Honestly, worse than when they’d first met. Alba could understand that. Being dumped in a Best Buy was horrid, but was it ever really going to compare to a devastating argument with her best friend?
Alba had been part of more than enough breakups to know they stung, but nothing hurt like losing a close friend.
She wondered if it might be different with a long-term relationship, but, since she didn’t have a lot of experience of that, and none that hurt worse than losing a friend, she didn’t think about it for too long.
While placing the bag of food in the back footwell, she reached for Neve with her free hand, pulling her into a hug over the center console. “Sorry it took so long to get here.”
Neve shook her head into Alba’s shoulder, her breathing shaky. “I appreciate you coming at all. I’m sorry for interrupting your evening.”
“You didn’t.”
She let out something between a little sob and a laugh. “Objectively, I did.”
“This isn’t a court of law. You don’t need to go all objectively on me.”
Neve groaned, the sound muffled by her shaky breath and Alba’s shoulder, but she was clearly a little amused, and Alba would take that. She’d take anything just to make Neve’s day a little better.
She held Neve there, in the dark of the car, for as long as Neve needed, refusing to be the first to let go. When Neve did eventually pull back, Alba gestured out the window. “Do you want to get out of here?”
Neve looked sadly up at her building. “Yeah, but I don’t think I can…” She trailed off, looking at the steering wheel.
If Alba had thought about it, she’d probably have guessed Neve was in no state to drive, but, after their previous conversation, she had no interest in presuming Neve wanted her to do the driving.
She reached over to brush Neve’s damp hair out of her face—she’d obviously cried a lot tonight. “Want me to drive?”
Neve shot her a fearful look but nodded. “I don’t even know where to go.”
Alba smiled. “I know a place.”
They swapped seats and, as promised, Alba did know a place. She could have simply taken Alba to her apartment, knowing that Zainab would have been fine with it and that they’d have had privacy in Alba’s room—or simply sitting in the car outside—but she wanted something different for Neve tonight. She deserved something in this day to be good.
Neve didn’t ask questions about where they were going, but, as they drove, she did tell Alba what had happened with Charlie, leaving Alba equal parts confused and angry. Things had been fine while Charlie hated her—seemingly for no reason—but hurting Neve so much was unacceptable. And Alba couldn’t even figure out the reason for it. The whole thing just felt callous.
Charlie had a partner, presumably had friends and colleagues outside of their apartment, but the first sign of Neve befriending someone and she resorted to anger, control, and comments no friend should ever be saying to someone they supposedly cared about? Did she expect Neve to live a life isolated from everyone else? Even if it was simply concern that Alba was trying to date Neve and would then break up with her just like Roxanne, the whole thing felt like a massive overreaction, like there had to be something deeper to it. Alba just couldn’t figure out what.
Though, she didn’t think she’d ever be able to figure out what motivated someone to tell their best friend that nobody would ever care about them for who they are.
Neve didn’t seem to have any insights on the cause either, and that just made the whole thing even weirder. Whatever was going on was entirely one-sided but Charlie had destroyed Neve and their friendship for it—whatever it was.
Alba pulled off the main road and onto an unassuming, quiet road that was hard to spot if you didn’t know it existed. They wound up it, passing nobody else on their way.
It was only once they reached the top and Alba parked the car that Neve seemed to really take in her surroundings.
“Where are we?” she asked, staring out the window at the view.
Alba smiled softly, watching Neve’s mesmerized expression. Today might suck, but at least this moment was good. She grabbed the bag of food from the back. “I don’t actually know what it’s called, but I found it by accident once, and now I like to come here when I need a little… distance.”
In truth, she mostly came here when she needed to work through things or celebrate things she wasn’t ready to tell other people about yet. There was something about looking out at the city, miles away and lit up at night, that just made everything better.
“Shall we?” Alba offered her hand to Neve even though she would definitely need to let go of it to get out of the car.
Neve took it, glancing for only a moment at Alba before looking back out at the view and nodding but not moving.
Bringing her to this lookout had probably been the best idea of Alba’s life.
After a long moment, Neve let go of Alba’s hand and led the way out of the car.
Alba joined her, slipping the car keys into her own pocket, and feeling an odd spark of delight at doing so. It wasn’t the time, the place, or the relationship for it, but there was something so intimate about it. Well, maybe there wasn’t, but, for Alba, it felt like there was. Probably just because it was Neve, though. She’d never felt the same way putting Zainab’s keys in her pocket. Which, actually, didn’t happen all that often, but probably had once or twice.
Alba caught up with Neve and led her over to a picnic bench. In the daylight, especially at weekends, it was a battle to get a spot here, but, at night, Alba had never had to fight for it. She was planning to be civil because Neve was with her, but was impressed when Neve, without hesitation, clambered up on top of the table. It was the exact spot Alba always found herself sitting in, always desperate for just a little more height, just a little more view of the valley beyond that spread out until it met the city.
Attempting to hide her soft smile, she climbed up next to Neve and set about handing her food just for something to do other than staring at her in amazement.
Neve held the box against her knee for a moment, still looking out at the view, before she looked down at it. “You really didn’t have to come at all, let alone bring me food.”
“I know. I wanted to.”
“If you’d asked me half an hour ago, I’d have told you I was in no mood to eat.”
Alba watched her. “And now?”
A sad smile flickered across her face. “I think I should eat something.”
“You only have to eat what you want to. No more, no less.”
She nodded, taking a deep breath before she opened the container and stared at it. “How did you—?”
Alba’s chest expanded triumphantly. She’d chosen well. “Just a lucky guess.”
“I’d just assumed it was going to be fries. Which, don’t get me wrong, that would have been amazing too, but…” She looked at Alba, her eyes wide and mystified.
“Hey, I paid attention. What can I say?”
Neve’s breath caught around a sob and Alba watched her fight back tears. She was certain she’d never made someone cry over food before, but she knew it really wasn’t about the food. Even Alba was insightful enough to know it was the feeling of being seen and understood by someone, right when Neve needed it the most.
“Bon appétit,” Alba said, smiling.
“Do you speak French?”
“Uh, no. Sorry. Not really. I did a little bit in school, but, generally, no.” She laughed. “I was just… being fancy.”
Neve breathed a laugh. “I think the view’s already bringing the fancy for you.”
“Yeah. You’re not wrong there.” Alba gazed out at the city and ate her own food. She’d never come here with someone else on purpose. Sure, she’d been here when other people were, but this was the first time she’d ever brought anyone. Zainab knew about the place, vaguely, but they’d never come here together. Alba wondered whether she should have felt weirder about bringing Neve here. It was like letting someone into a tiny, private place inside of her, she supposed, but it didn’t feel weird at all. It felt right.
They ate in silence, the space around them filled with the sounds of the evening. Alba’s general approach in both life and around Neve had been to talk a lot, but the silence between them felt perfect. She knew Neve needed it.
It took some time, but, eventually, Neve broke the conversational silence. She glanced at Alba and away again. “Do you like being allo?”
Alba furrowed her brow. “Do I like it?”
“Yeah.” She froze. “Sorry, I assumed you were. I really shouldn’t have.”
Alba smiled softly. “I am.”
It wasn’t something she thought about much, in truth, because, much like everything else that had somehow become the default setting, people tended not to think about it when they fit that category. Now that she actually thought about it, it felt like a fairly huge thing she’d just been taking for granted.
“Yeah,” she finally said. “I don’t mind it. Though, of course, I don’t know what the alternative is like, so it’s hard to say completely.”
“What’s it like?”
Alba looked up at the sky. They were still too close to the city for the stars to be particularly bright, but her eye caught on a couple of them. “It’s… familiar, I suppose. Just how things have always been. Well, probably not always, but you know what I mean.”
Neve nodded. “Is it overwhelming?”
“Not as a general rule. There are moments, or people, or certain situations that can feel more overwhelming than others, but, you know, that’s sort of when you’re in it with someone and you both know where things are heading.”
Neve frowned. “Do you ever feel guilty about it?”
Alba didn’t need to ask to know the question was because Neve often felt guilty about being asexual. She didn’t need to, but multiple people breaking up with you because of it, and your supposed best friend making you feel like nobody would ever love you because of it had to make it feel like something you were supposed to feel guilty over.
Alba was never going to forgive Charlie for the words she’d thrown at Neve. How dare she even think those things let alone say them?
But, for the question, Alba wasn’t sure. Did she ever feel guilty about her sexuality?
Alba hummed as she considered. “I don’t feel guilty for being allo. I sometimes feel a little weird about fancying someone I probably shouldn’t, but I’d say it’s a lot less frustrating being sexually attracted to someone than it is being romantically attracted to someone you shouldn’t. You know, the sexual attraction will pass, but, wanting to actually be with someone completely? That’s bigger, different.”
“You separate the two?”
Alba was surprised at the shock in Neve’s voice. Looking her over in the low light, it was written all over her face too. Either Neve had never felt safe enough to ask anyone else before or she’d only been around people who couldn’t.
Alba shrugged. “I can do. They feel different. They mean different things.”
“They aren’t connected?”
“No, they often are, but…” She trailed off, wondering how on earth to explain it. “I can be physically attracted to someone without knowing them. I can be physically attracted to someone it turns out I have nothing in common with. Even to someone whose personality I end up hating.”
Neve shuddered. “That sounds horrible.”
Alba laughed. “Depending on what they’re like, I suppose it could be. But that’s the thing. It’s physical. You can have an… encounter and then go your separate ways. But, wanting to be with someone? That’s different. More intense, I would say, but also a different kind of intense, because that’s physical and something more—wanting to be around someone all the time, getting to know them, being attracted to who they are and… you know.” Alba paused. “Does it bother you? Talking about sex?”
Neve laughed awkwardly. “I asked the question.”
“I know, but you can ask the question and still want to avoid certain things, certain words…”
“No. It’s okay.”
Alba nodded.
Neve sucked in a breath. “So, when you like someone, you want to be around them and know them, but you also… want to see them naked all the time?”
“Not all the time. You know, logic plays a part in it, a lot of factors play a part in it. You’re always attracted to them, but you don’t need to be having sex all the time.” Alba sighed. She really didn’t know how to explain it properly, especially to someone who’d never experienced it. She wished she’d done some more research on the topic. She’d owed it to Neve to do more research on the topic.
Neve was quiet for several minutes, lost in her own thoughts. “Do you think it makes me a child to not feel that way?”
Alba looked at her. Neve’s voice had been barely more than a whisper. She didn’t deserve the doubt and pain the people who’d hurt her had inflicted upon her.
“No. I don’t,” Alba said, resolutely. “There are a million things that make you an adult, but, even so, you are not a child. Factually speaking.”
“A lot of people act like if you don’t want sex, you’re childish. It’s like you’re missing something, like you’re barely even human.”
“Does it feel like you’re missing something?”
“No. But, I clearly am.”
“I don’t think that’s true. You have a sexuality. It works differently than a lot of people’s, but it still exists.”
“Does it count if it’s an absence of something, though?”
“Yes.”
Neve looked at her, studying her face hard. Eventually, she glanced down. “I’ve wondered for a long time whether Charlie thinks I need to be treated like a child because I’m ace. I’ve done everything else you’re supposed to do to be an adult—got a degree, got a job, got a place, had relationships. I feel like I’ve done everything I can, but she still treats me like a child. Especially when I get broken up with, and that’s always about sex, so I figure…”
Without looking directly at her, Alba reached over and took Neve’s hand, lacing their fingers together. “If that’s true, it’s Charlie’s problem, not yours. You don’t have to prove you’re an adult. You shouldn’t have to prove you’re deserving of respect or being treated like an adult. And Charlie—and everyone else—should not be acting like your sexuality has any bearing on how they treat you. That’s all their doing, not yours.”
“I think that’s a lesson a lot of people are still struggling with in general.”
“Yeah, well, that sucks for them.”
“And for us.”
Alba nodded. “But the problem is theirs. Sexual attraction is no different.”
“So, you don’t think I’m an incompetent child?”
Alba squeezed her hand gently. “I do not. And anyone who really cares won’t either. I promise.”
“What if nobody cares?” There was a desperate, heartbroken edge to her voice. Alba really was never forgiving Charlie for the damage she’d done.
She moved a little closer to Neve. “I care. I will always care.”



CHAPTER 15
 
 
 
When you broke up with a romantic partner, people expected crying. They expected sadness and heartbreak and they expected to give you that weird sympathetic expression everyone gave the recently dumped.
When it was a platonic friend hurting you, though, what were the rules? Neve wasn’t sure. Even the potential breakup of the friendship was less clear. Roxanne had hurt Neve, but it had been clear. She was calling things off. They were done. It was painful but it was a break, an end.
Neve found she couldn’t say the same thing with Charlie.
The things Charlie had said, the way she clearly thought about Neve, all of it was too much to sustain a relationship through. But, they’d been friends for so long. Or Neve thought they had. Did it really count as friendship if, at the first opportunity, someone attacked you in the way they knew would hurt most? Did it count if they thought of you that way? Did it count if their friendship was contingent upon you acting the way they demanded?
Neve wasn’t certain it did, but the realization hurt so much more than realizing Roxanne was breaking up with her in a Best Buy.
Walking away from her family had felt easy when it finally came time. It had been impossible in the run-up. Years of Neve absorbing their behavior, accepting it, internalizing it. And then, one day, she finally made it to the other side of the bridge. It was time to go. It had been her choice. She’d felt empowered and right. Sure, it hurt, and sometimes it still did to think of all the things she’d lost out on, but she’d been losing out on them her whole life. She didn’t look at other people’s families showing up and loving them and feel pain over the fact that she was missing her actual family. She looked at them and felt pain over the fact that she’d never had that, never once known what it felt like to be loved by your family without expectations.
Maybe that was why Charlie and Alice had become so important to her. She’d left her biological family and been in desperate need of a family she could build for herself. She’d thought she’d found it, thought she was safe, and had friends who loved her. But maybe it was just history repeating itself again.
She’d had better moments with Charlie and Alice, though. She’d thought they’d cared. She wasn’t ready to walk away.
In truth, she wanted to cling on for dear life, erase every bad thing, and wipe away all of the pain she was feeling. Although, of course, there was no real wiping away what happened. There was accepting it and trying to move forward, or there was pushing it away, pretending it was okay, and letting it destroy her from the inside. What would that say about what she was willing to accept?
It hurt. Betrayal, sadness, confusion. Her head was banging with the pain and the questions—ones she’d likely never get answers to. Everything hurt.
It was easier, somewhat, sitting up above the city with Alba, her cold hand clasped tightly in Alba’s warm one. At least she didn’t feel alone. Alba had insisted she cared. Neve wasn’t sure she was supposed to believe that—everyone always said they cared—but Alba had sounded so sincere. And Neve wanted to believe her, wanted to believe there was something good in her life.
Her chest clenched at the fact that she wasn’t just losing her friends, she was effectively losing her home, too. Sure, they couldn’t kick her out, but staying there together was going to be untenable. She had no interest in running into them and reenacting the argument over and over again. But nor did she have any interest in constantly running into them and pretending everything was okay.
Was she supposed to actually just forgive and move on? Were they all supposed to be fine after everything? Was Charlie going to apologize? Was Neve supposed to let her and just move on?
Most of the other friendships in her life had simply fizzled out. They’d seen each other less and less, time between texts became longer and longer, and, eventually, they just weren’t friends anymore. Nothing explosive, just life. It was both nicer and heartbreaking in its own way. It wasn’t clear either. When did you stop saying you were friends? When did you stop thinking you were friends? When did you delete their number, stop liking all their posts online? When did you stop knowing each other? And how long did you both keep pretending?
When did it all stop hurting?
None of it had been like this. Yet, Neve found she wasn’t equipped to handle this any better either.
Part of her couldn’t even believe that Alba didn’t see her as an incompetent child. Logically, she understood that being made to feel like you were for years would make you believe that about yourself. Just like having a friend—someone you’d trusted with the fragile, vulnerable parts of yourself—turn around and basically state they saw you that way would too. But understanding the logic of the situation didn’t really help. If anything, it just seemed all the more compelling to Neve’s brain that everyone had to see her that way. If all of those closest to her did, if that was the way she always felt, why would anyone else not see her that way?
She stared at the city. Her head hurt, her face felt swollen from the tears, her throat hurt. Every muscle in her body ached and felt like it weighed a thousand pounds.
“Do you think you can come back from something like this?” she asked, breaking the quiet between them again.
Alba looked at her. Nothing in the look was patronizing, or even pitying, which Neve would have understood. Perhaps Neve didn’t yet know her well enough to accurately judge, but she looked at Neve the same as always, like nothing had changed. Even through the heavy cloud that filled her soul and her mind, Neve could appreciate that.
“Do I think you can, or do I think a friendship can?” Alba asked, shuffling slightly closer to her again.
Neve was glad her face was already likely red and blotchy in its tightness because she felt herself flush at the question. Maybe it was constantly asking questions like that that made people baby her. “Both, I guess.”
Alba regarded her softly. “Then, yes, I think you can come back from this. I know it’s going to hurt, and probably take a chunk out of your confidence, but I believe you’re going to be just fine in the end.”
“And the friendship?”
Alba’s jaw twitched. “I don’t know. I can’t tell you that it will. No matter how much I wish I could, I can’t tell you that Charlie’s going to show up with the world’s best apology and a rationale for her actions. I can’t even imagine what that would look like. And I can’t tell you whether or not to forgive her if she does. It’s hard letting go of a friend.”
“It doesn’t even feel like she really was my friend. I think that’s part of what makes it so hard.”
“I get that. The whole thing was always going to be difficult, but… yeah, she really took it to another place.” She looked down, shaking her head, and Neve could see the way she was trying not to influence Neve’s opinions or experience. It was nice.
“What would you do?”
Alba looked back up, breathing a laugh. “Truthfully?”
“Yes.” Neve had been putting up with feeling inferior or incomplete in her friendship with Charlie for a long time. She understood that Alba didn’t want to control her reactions, but she also understood that she needed an outside opinion. It was hard to think clearly when you were in the middle of the storm.
Alba studied her face for a long time. “Okay. Well, honestly, I’d be done with her, done with the whole friendship. I don’t really know where to put Alice in this whole thing, but she wasn’t exactly helping, so I think I’d let them both go.”
It was a relief to have Alba’s usual energy back. She was trying to help Neve, but there was something so soothing about her just being unapologetically herself.
Neve nodded. “I guess that’s fair.”
“That’s not me saying you should. It’s not my friendship on the line here.”
“I know. I appreciate your honesty. Truly.”
Alba nodded. “I just can’t imagine how you come back from saying all of that. I’d spend the rest of my life knowing that she felt the exact way I’d been worrying she did. It would make me worry everyone else felt the same way, and that’s just too… unstable a foundation on which to live.”
Neve’s head whipped up and she stared at Alba.
Alba looked back, her eyes widening in confusion. “What did I do?”
“Oh. No. Nothing. I just… I’d just been thinking before this whole thing that our friendship felt like it was built on unstable ground that could fall apart at any second.”
“Ah.” She looked back out over the city, considering. “Yeah, I don’t think I could live with that. Especially now. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t. There are a million reasons someone might need to live in a situation like that for a while, and there’s no shame in that. Sometimes, it’s all you know. Sometimes it’s all you have to get away from something worse.”
“But it isn’t really tenable long-term.”
Alba shrugged. “I don’t think so. I think it eats you alive eventually.”
“Yeah…” Neve’s chest ached so badly. She couldn’t remember it ever hurting so much. It probably had, but she couldn’t recall it. Or, maybe it hadn’t, and this was simply what happened when you grew up and the painful, heartbreaking situations simply started stacking themselves on one another. When it had only been her family, that was bad, but it was just one thing. This was Charlie, and Roxanne, and her previous breakups, and her family, and, and, and…
Maybe she’d made it to adulthood after all. Maybe adulthood was simply this. A laundry list of all the times she’d been hurt.
She looked at her hand still in Alba’s, up at Alba’s face, and, finally, out over the city again.
No. She didn’t believe that. Adulthood wasn’t merely all the things that hurt us. It couldn’t be. She wouldn’t let it. She wasn’t yet sure how to make it something else, but she did know that, despite how bad today had been, this place, this moment with Alba, was good. And if you could have good moments on your worst days, then adulthood had to be more than that.
Alba reached across her body with her free arm, moving Neve’s hair out of her face. “You know you deserve better than the hand you’ve been dealt. You deserved better than your shitty ex who thought breaking up in a Best Buy was the right thing to do. And you deserved better than Charlie.”
“It’s not all their fault—”
“Yes. It is.”
Neve looked at her incredulously. “I really don’t think that’s true.”
“I’m sure you don’t, but I do. And I believe it more than enough for both of us. So, until you can believe it for yourself, let me believe in you.”
Neve thought she’d already cried herself out of tears but her eyes filled with them again. Different this time. Warmth felt as though it was flowing from Alba and into all of the cracks in Neve’s chest, not quite healing all of the damage, but filling it with something better than pain and self-hatred.
She pursed her lips, trying not to cry. She had never realized how badly she just needed to hear someone tell her they believed in her and really, truly mean it. She’d been waiting a long time.
She nodded and received a gentle smile in response.
Barely cognizant enough to consider her actions, she shuffled closer to Alba, closing the final space between them, and rested her head on Alba’s shoulder, their hands still clutched together on her knee. She’d never been one for simply falling asleep in public spaces but, after everything, she felt like she absolutely would fall asleep right there if they stayed for long enough.
She probably should have insisted that they leave, mentioned that she was barely hanging on, but she didn’t want to. All of the horrible things were easier to exist with when it was just her, Alba, and the view. So, instead, she stayed there, breathing in Alba’s comforting scent as her view of the city became fuzzier and fuzzier and the only real thing was Alba. 



CHAPTER 16
 
 
 
Alba looked over at Neve in her passenger seat, fast asleep. She wished it could be more comfortable to sleep in a car all night because she couldn’t bear to wake Neve, not again, but they didn’t really have much choice. Alba didn’t like her chances of trying to lift Neve out of the car without hitting her head or dropping her.
She probably should have left the lookout earlier, given Neve a chance to go home if that was what she wanted. She’d felt her slipping off to sleep, but Alba hadn’t wanted to move. Neve was exhausted and broken, but she’d obviously felt safe there, with Alba. So, despite feeling her drifting off, Alba had stayed there. Not so long that Neve’s body would punish her for the awkward sleeping position, but long enough that she got a little sleep. Alba had then practically carried a stumbling Neve back to the car and brought her here, to Alba’s apartment, where she could be safe. She wasn’t safe at home, and Alba didn’t need it pointing out to her that carrying a half-asleep Neve into her apartment would cause more problems with Charlie.
She cut the engine and looked at her things. There was no way she was going to be able to carry everything in one go.
Neve was the priority.
Alba got out of the car, moving around to the passenger side and unbuckling Neve. She barely stirred. Alba could only imagine how drained she must be.
“Neve,” she said softly, quietly. “We’re going to get out of the car now and get you into bed.”
Neve mumbled and moved more willingly than Alba imagined she would in the same situation.
She was mostly carrying Neve as they walked across the asphalt towards the complex, but she didn’t mind. She preferred that Neve get some rest.
By the time they were in the elevator, Neve was basically fast asleep on her again, her soft, warm breath dancing over Alba’s neck. With no interest in waking her a third time, Alba waited until they were almost at her floor before scooping Neve up into a bridal carry.
Opening the door to her apartment was a little fussy—Alba wasn’t accustomed to carrying women around like that—but all that mattered was getting Neve to a bed, so she managed it eventually. It was only once the door was swinging open that she realized she could have texted Zainab from the elevator to open the door or simply knocked.
However, her approach was worth it to see the moment of surprise on Zainab’s face as she took in the sight of Alba bursting through the door with Neve in her arms. The surprise quickly faded into something both knowing and smug, but Alba ignored it and headed straight for her bedroom.
She’d been careful about not dirtying Neve’s sheets when she’d stayed there, and they had both just been sitting on a worn picnic bench, but she wasn’t about to undress Neve without permission, so, removing just her shoes, she tucked Neve into the bed and vowed to simply wash her sheets tomorrow.
Alba didn’t mean to linger, but she paused by the door. Neve sighed, snuggling into the pillow, and Alba was relieved to see the way some of the stress slipped from her muscles. If she’d done nothing else this week than make Neve feel safe for even a single moment, that was enough.
She left the room, closed the door softly behind her, and walked back towards the living room. She still needed to get the rest of her stuff, but she just needed a second.
Zainab watched her as she collapsed onto the sofa. “How’s she doing?”
“Shit, honestly.”
“Yeah, I can imagine, and I don’t even know the whole story.” She looked at Alba genuinely. “Do you think she’s going to be okay?”
Alba’s gaze drifted back the way she’d just come. “Yeah, she’s strong. But I think it’s going to be a long road.” She shook her head and looked back at Zainab. “Charlie’s a shit.”
She’d already thought Neve’s ex was a shit, and, now, she wasn’t sure which one of them she disliked the most. They’d both thrown phrases at Neve that they shouldn’t have, that she didn’t deserve. Alba had no idea how a person had someone like Neve being so open with them, only to use that gift to hurt her.
If she never saw Charlie again, it would be too soon.
“Are you okay?” Zainab asked.
Alba shot her a look. “I’m fine. I’m not the one…” She waved her hand through the air. She wasn’t about to betray Neve by spilling all of her business, even if Zainab knew enough to be able to fill in the blanks sufficiently well.
“Yeah, I know, but it can’t be easy for you, seeing her like that. I know you—”
“I’m fine,” Alba insisted, shaking her head in something akin to amusement. “I stopped at the drive-thru, got pastries for the morning, and iced coffees for now, but they’re still in my car.”
Zainab breathed a laugh. “I’ll go.”
Alba eyed her suspiciously. “Why are you being so nice to me?”
“Because you bought me coffee.”
Alba narrowed her eyes before pretending to believe her. She grinned wide and tossed the keys at Zainab. “Great. Don’t forget to bring mine up with you. Pastries are on the back seat.”
Zainab shot her a look, shook her head, exchanged her slippers for shoes, and slipped quietly out the door.
Alba relaxed back into the couch. She wasn’t usually a vindictive person, and she didn’t necessarily like that she was thinking it, but she hoped Charlie was hurt by her own actions. She’d hurt one of the best people Alba had ever met, destroyed a part of her that Alba didn’t think she’d get back easily. The least she could be feeling was remorse for her actions. Alba didn’t even know her well enough to know if that was likely. Odd, really, that Charlie had been so convinced she knew exactly who Alba was when Alba didn’t have the slightest clue who Charlie was or how she worked.
It didn’t take long for Zainab to return, but, while she was gone, the weight of the evening seemed to have settled on Alba—the realization of everything that Neve must have been carrying and how, when it came down to it, her supposed best friend was nothing but a fraud. Alba’s heart broke for Neve, but she attempted to hide it from Zainab.
“You look exhausted,” Zainab said as she dropped back onto the couch.
“Eh. I’m good.”
“It’s okay to be tired.”
“I’m not the one going through anything. There’s nothing for me to be tired about.”
“You care. Caring can be exhausting sometimes.”
Alba laughed. “Is that your campaign slogan for when you attempt to win the presidency?”
She snorted. “You know it.”
“The people will love it.”
“Eh. Maybe it needs some workshopping.”
Alba took her drink. “Maybe you could go with ‘the only person who’ll drink coffee with you in the middle of the night’.”
“Imagining there are a lot of voters out there looking for that in their lives, are you?”
“I don’t know about them, but I appreciate it.”
Zainab gave her a sweet smile. They weren’t usually so soft with one another but, sometimes, one or both of them needed it. They’d gotten good at knowing those moments instinctively.
It was exactly the kind of friendship Neve deserved. Alba was going to do her best to give it to her.
“She doesn’t need to come on Thursday, just so you know,” Zainab said, clearly talking about Neve. “If it’s too hard, or she’s tired, or… well, for any reason at all. It’s okay. Though, of course, it’s okay if she still wants to come, too. The distraction might be good. Sounds like she could use a few good friends, and you know the group is going to love her.”
Alba wasn’t one for blushing usually, but something about the comment—or maybe Zainab’s tone—had her face feeling hotter than usual. Maybe it was simply the idea of Neve fitting in with them all, of Alba bringing someone so wonderful to the group that they couldn’t help but adore her. As far as Alba was concerned, that was the only appropriate reaction to Neve.
She cleared her throat and took a sip of her drink, hoping the coldness of it would offset her face. “I appreciate you saying that, and I’ll let her know. I honestly can’t say which way she’s going to go, but I’m sure she’ll appreciate knowing she has the choice.”
Zainab’s expression became slightly pensive, as though something Alba said had hit home. Alba hoped she hadn’t given too much away. That was, perhaps, the problem of knowing someone as well as they did—you got the good, but you also got them understanding exactly what you meant without having to spell it out. Usually, that was fine, but, when it came to Neve’s privacy, Alba was going to have to control her own expressions as much as she was controlling the exact words she was saying.
“Do you wanna watch something?” Alba asked, looking for a change of subject.
“Sure. You can choose.” Zainab tossed her the remote.
“Wow. You really are spoiling me tonight.”
“Shush, or I’ll change my mind.”
“I don’t think you will,” Alba said, laughing, her mind still on Neve sleeping soundly in her room.
She put on some mindless show they’d both seen a million times before. After the day everyone seemed to be having, she figured they needed something easy. Though Zainab did seem to be in a better mood now, which Alba was glad of.
Once they’d finished their coffees and their show—though how much either of them was taking in, Alba wasn’t sure—they both stood up at the same time, like dry synchronized swimmers.
Alba laughed as Zainab smirked and shoulder-bumped her. She was ready for her bed and, honestly, ready to be closer to Neve again. She knew she shouldn’t be so clingy, but she didn’t want Neve to feel the slightest bit alone.
“Hey,” Zainab said, stopping Alba as she stepped away.
“Yeah? What’s up?”
Zainab pulled her into a hug. “Nothing.”
Alba smiled, embracing her. “This is kind of a big nothing.”
“Just accept the nice moment rather than being weird about it.”
“That’s kind of my default setting.”
“Trust me, I know.” Before she let go, she squeezed Alba a little tighter. “You’re a good friend.”
“Thanks. You too.”
Zainab nodded and released her. “I’m using the bathroom first, though.”
Alba laughed. “I see what’s going on. Sneaky plan all along.”
“Naturally.”
Alba watched Zainab flounce away before she walked softly to her own room. She was going to have to grab her clothes to get changed in the bathroom. Even if it didn’t feel a little weird changing in a room with an unconsenting woman, she still wouldn’t have taken her chances. Knowing today’s luck, she’d try to put her shirt on as pants, trip, stumble into the bed, and accidentally give Neve a black eye.
She wasn’t generally the superstitious type, but on a day like this, she wasn’t taking any chances. Thus, she was relieved when she made it to and from the bathroom in one piece and managed to slip into bed beside Neve without issue.
The only light in the room was the slight moonlight and reflected streetlights. Their apartment was, thankfully, higher than the streetlights in the area, so they weren’t one of the poor apartments contending with lights shining in all night. That, added to the fact that Alba’s room looked out over a parking lot that was sufficiently sized to prevent looking too far into the windows of the building across the lot, always empowered Alba to leave her blinds open overnight. She enjoyed the glimpses of the night it afforded her, and she enjoyed waking up to direct sunlight streaming in.
Now, however, the light that penetrated the room allowed her to examine Neve’s sleeping form. She’d rolled over in her sleep and was facing Alba. Her skin still looked irritated from all of her tears. She’d probably have benefited from some overnight skincare, but her sleep had been the most important thing. Alba had plenty of products she could use in the morning to help out. And, if none of them were suitable, Zainab had even more. Between the two of them, they’d definitely have something Neve could use.
Alba snuggled more fully into her pillow, pulling the covers up. It had been a warm day, but exhaustion and emotions seemed to have made them both chilly.
She froze when Neve stirred, a soft sound escaping from her lips as her eyes cracked momentarily and she reached out towards Alba.
For half a second, Alba thought about launching herself out of the bed. She wasn’t certain Neve would remember coming here, or that Alba was going to be sleeping in the same bed as her. The last thing Alba wanted was for Neve’s fingers to make contact with her, startle her awake, and send her into an understandable panic.
However, she didn’t need to worry. Neve’s fingers found Alba’s arm, which she used as an anchor point to pull herself in closer to Alba. It wasn’t like they hadn’t been that close in Neve’s bed, but, in Alba’s slightly larger bed, and with the soft, sleepy way she did it, it set Alba’s heart racing.
She wrapped her arm around Neve and leaned her head forwards to meet Neve’s, their foreheads pressed together as they both balanced at the edges of their pillows. Alba’s entire body felt alive and tingly. She assumed it was mostly because she needed to sleep and had just drunk a coffee, but, deep down, she suspected there might be something more to it—something Zainab might have warned her about.
Neve hummed quietly and Alba was certain she was drifting back into sleep, but, right before she did, in the softest, sweetest voice Alba had ever heard, she murmured, “I’m so glad you’re here.”
Alba’s breath caught and she couldn’t resist pressing a gentle kiss to Neve’s forehead before resting her own there again. It seemed that, in every part of this, Zainab had been right. It was somewhat inconvenient—not to mention frustrating—that she was right again. Alba’s only intention was to be Neve’s friend, but even she couldn’t deny she might be falling for the woman. And, of course, Zainab was right that it was going to hurt like hell until she could get over it, but, in moments like this, Alba couldn’t find it in herself to care. She’d happily take the pain. She’d take every single gut-wrenching, soul-tearing moment of it just to be around Neve, just to be the one who made her feel safe and loved and appreciated after all this. The pain was nothing in comparison to that. 



CHAPTER 17
 
 
 
By the time Thursday evening rolled around, Neve was exhausted. She was more than ready to leave work.
Her night at Alba’s, unplanned though it had been, was everything she’d needed. She slept better than she’d expected, and, when she woke up with Alba wrapped around her, all she felt was safety. She liked not feeling alone, especially when, moments later, the reality of the previous day and the fact that she’d have to go home that night came crashing down around her.
Last night had been nothing close to restful. She’d gone home after work, knowing she couldn’t avoid her place forever, but all she’d really done had been hiding in her room all night, pretending not to be there. After an evening of that, peaceful sleep was difficult to come by. It felt as though, at any moment, Charlie was going to bang on her door and insist they talk, even though Neve was nowhere close to being ready to talk about it. She had no idea if she ever would be, but she definitely wasn’t there yet.
Nobody had knocked. Neither Alice nor Charlie had texted, said anything, or done anything. At least not until she was leaving for work. Already looking drained and exhausted, and knowing she was going to have to get breakfast on the way to the office, she rushed out of her door and almost stepped on a plate of pancakes.
She’d paused, stared at them, and her eyes had slipped to the note next to them. Alice’s handwriting telling her Charlie was sorry.
Neve’s skin had prickled uncomfortably as a mix of contradictory emotions flooded through her. But she still wasn’t ready. She especially wasn’t ready to accept Alice’s suggestion of an apology, a plate of pancakes, and the expectation that everything was okay. Did Alice really think things would go back to normal? Did Charlie? Neve’s night away had told her that wasn’t possible, and her body, prickling and wanting her to flee, was reinforcing that message.
So, she’d fled from the apartment, leaving the pancakes and the message, and avoiding them both on the way out, and she’d attempted to be normal all day at work. She wasn’t sure she’d been particularly successful.
“Hey, Neve,” Robin’s cheerful voice called as she approached Neve’s desk.
The two of them had worked together for a while now. From the first moment they’d met, Neve had been certain Robin was queer. She almost exclusively wore either plaid or playfully patterned shirts, and Neve could count on one hand the times she’d seen Robin without either a cap or a beanie.
“Hey,” Neve replied, trying to muster her usual energy.
As she watched Robin drop onto a backwards chair, it occurred to her that she’d always thought she’d enjoy being friends with Robin but she’d never quite managed it. It was only as she thought it that she realized that, early on, Robin had invited her to things but Neve had always said no. She’d always been busy with Charlie and Alice, always been conscious that she needed to be where Charlie expected her to be.
Robin studied her for a moment. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but, did you break up with someone recently?”
The attention hadn’t felt critical, probably because Robin’s expression perpetually looked like she was moments away from joyous laughter, but, now that the question was out, Neve felt cold and exposed. She didn’t really talk about her personal life at work and she couldn’t figure out what she’d done that had exposed her. The one time her personal life and her real life had collided, it had led to the whole thing with Charlie and Oluwatobi, and Neve didn’t need a repeat of that. The awkwardness with him was already enough.
“Oh. Um. Yeah,” she muttered, looking away. “It was a minute ago now, but, yeah, that’s a thing that happened.”
“Oh, really? It wasn’t this week?”
Neve looked back up at her, confused. “No. Why?”
Robin shrugged. “You’ve just seemed different the past few days. Like, kind of exhausted and sad—which is totally normal for a breakup—but also… I don’t know, free. Like a weight’s been lifted.”
Neve stared at her. Was that what it looked like from the outside? She’d been so lost in the grief of losing a friend—or learning that a friend had never been good for her—that she hadn’t considered that there might be some freedom with it too.
“You okay?” Robin asked, wheeling her chair closer. “Sorry. My girlfriend always tells me I’m too direct. I just figured, if you were fresh out of a breakup, you might need a friend. You know, especially since your partners seemed a… little controlling, honestly.”
“Partners?”
“Yeah. Charlie and Alice, right?” She waved her hands through the air. “Seemed like they had you on a tight leash.”
Neve’s face burned. “Oh! No. I wasn’t dating them. They are just my friends. Were.”
“Huh. Sorry. Just thought you were poly. Pretty controlling friends you’ve got there. Guess there’s no point hiding that opinion now.”
“Uh, yeah, um, that’s the… breakup, if you like, that happened this week. We’re not friends anymore.”
Robin smiled. “Ah. Congratulations.”
Neve wondered whether that was an odd thing to say. She wondered whether it was an odd thing to feel glad that someone did congratulate her. Perhaps that was a sign that she was doing the right thing staying away from Charlie and Alice.
“So,” Robin said with a laugh, “not poly?”
Neve’s head was spinning but she still managed a smile. “Not poly.”
“You are queer, though, right?”
“Yes. Definitely that.” She took a breath. “I’m asexual, actually. Sapphic, but, you know, ace is like… the part that feels the most… dominant, I guess.”
“Ah, dude, that’s so cool. Knew I had you pegged as a fellow gay.”
Neve tried to smile but she could feel how painful it was.
“What’s with the face?” Robin laughed.
“Sorry.” Neve shook her head, looking down. “Guess I’ve just been feeling like it’s more of a problem than something to celebrate.”
“What? Why?”
She blew out a heavy breath. “It, uh, tends to be the reason people break up with me. A lot.”
“Shit. Sorry, dude. That sucks.” She patted Neve’s arm. “Just gotta find the right one. When you do that, nothing else will matter.”
“You think so?” Neve wasn’t so sure.
“Yeah, for sure. Hell, if my girlfriend never wanted to have sex again, I wouldn’t care less.”
“You wouldn’t miss it?”
“Pfft. Not more than I’d miss the rest of our relationship or her presence in my life.” She stood up. “Trust me, the one for you is out there, you’re just rooting out the ones who aren’t good enough for you.”
Neve found Robin’s statements hard to believe. It was clear she adored her girlfriend, but wasn’t it easy to adore someone when they gave you everything you wanted? It seemed easy to say, but living with the reality was something quite different.
Robin smiled. “People find themselves happy and willing to give up all kinds of things for relationships, for love, for the people they care about. With the right person, it doesn’t feel like sacrifice at all. You find ways to make it work together.”
“Yeah, maybe…” Neve still wasn’t sure she believed it, but she couldn’t deny she liked the hope of it.
“And, hey, you’re already improving your life—dropping toxic friends, looking out for yourself. Your time is coming.”
Neve winced. There was still a part of her that couldn’t think of Charlie and Alice that way. They’d been a part of her life for so long, she’d thought they’d be friends forever. “Yeah.”
“You live with them, right?”
Neve’s brow furrowed. Perhaps she’d given away more than she’d intended at work. “Yeah. We share an apartment.”
“That must be awkward as hell right now. You moving?”
“I think I need to.”
“Great,” she said, a massive grin spreading across her face. “Another step in the right direction for you. Look at you just killing it at life. And, hey, if you need any help moving into a new place, just give me a shout. Always happy to help, and my girlfriend’s even handier than I am. We’ll have you moved in and set up in no time.”
The weight of everything that had happened lately seemed to weigh down on Neve. It felt like everything she’d ever known was wrong. She’d sacrificed potential friendships with people who were paying attention to her and willing to offer help at the drop of a hat in favor of those who never truly even liked her. She could only imagine how much she’d missed out on.
Plus, it was just nice to feel people care.
It wasn’t the same as Alba, but Robin saw her, reached out, believed in her, and offered help. It was so much of what Neve always wanted in friendships. She wanted to see and understand people, to support them, to be there for them, and, suddenly, she was realizing she could have had that all along.
Maybe she was getting a little ahead of herself. But maybe that was okay.
“Come on,” Robin said, gesturing towards the door. “You don’t need to be giving this lot free labor on top of everything else you’ve got going on.”
Neve laughed and it felt nice, even if she did still feel soft and bruised around the edges. “I’ve actually got plans tonight.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah, some… new friends.”
Robin nudged her. “Look at you. Already getting out there and doing it.”
Neve blushed, but she felt happy as she gathered her things and walked out of the building with Robin. It did feel as though she’d allowed herself to be so small for so long but, no matter how exhausted she was or how scary it was, now, she was making friends with Robin and attending parties for Zainab. Maybe everything wasn’t horrible.
She wasn’t sure how she’d ever thank Alba enough for being the catalyst for better things in her life.
◆◆◆
Neve laughed at Francisco’s joke. The sound was free and happy. It was an interesting experience after her conversation with Robin. For various reasons, she always felt slightly out of step with the world, but, tonight, she felt like she was part of it, like she could really connect with people.
In many ways, it was like waking up and finding yourself transplanted to a place where everyone did friendship the exact way you’d always been hoping for. Of course, it was still relatively superficial, but it was fun. She felt welcome and interesting and connected.
Though, of course, those connections were being facilitated by Alba with this group, and she had yet to see Alba not seem connected to someone, so perhaps she should have expected it.
Well, perhaps she wasn’t connected to Charlie positively, but she’d prompted a reaction. She’d mattered enough for someone to have feelings about her. Neve realized she’d only ever felt like vanilla or beige. People didn’t dislike her, but she didn’t prompt real feelings. It was nice to finally feel like she’d done so.
Alba, in conversation with some of her other friends, was standing close beside Neve at their bar table. Both of them had foregone seats and were simply leaning against it, their hands wrapped around their drinks.
The lights in the bar dimmed with the later hour and Alba shifted slightly bringing the back of her hand to rest up against Neve’s. With all of the time they were spending together, Neve was getting accustomed to how touchy Alba was, but there was something about the atmosphere of the place, how Neve was feeling, and the unacknowledged, almost secretive, gesture that felt electric.
She forced herself to stay present in the conversation, even as her whole body screamed at her to look at the point where Alba’s skin touched hers. Neve had learned over the years that there could be a difference between sexual and sensual, even though most people she knew thought of them as interchangeable. She’d never been quite able to explain why or how they felt different to her. But, as Alba adjusted her hand slightly, her knuckles brushing gently against Neve’s, the difference felt overpowering. Neve didn’t need sexual, didn’t want sexual, but sensual… That was something different.
Her heart pounded in her ears, louder than the music around them, and she blushed at Francisco’s knowing smile. She hadn’t even realized he’d seen her hand, but she could tell he knew.
How could he know? She hadn’t even known. Neither of them should know anything.
Someone called for Alba’s attention and she stood up straighter, pulling her hand from the table and Neve. Guilt lanced through Neve. Alba had been so good to her, a friend when she’d really needed one. She’d put up with Charlie and looked after Neve. She’d shared her friends with Neve. And now, Neve was risking that by apparently developing feelings for her? She hadn’t planned it. Hadn’t wanted to. If Neve had her way, she’d save everyone the trouble and never fall for anyone again. It wasn’t like she could give them what they wanted, what they needed. And she and Alba had covered, beyond doubt, that Alba was allosexual. What they wanted from a relationship was very different. Neve wasn’t going to risk everything for that.
She gulped her drink, hoping it was just high emotions and the glass of wine she’d had with dinner.
Alba had moved away from the table, still talking to whoever had called out to her, and Francisco leaned in conspiratorially.
He looked from side to side, ostensibly ensuring nobody would hear him. “So,” he dragged the word out, a smirk taking over his lips. “You have a little crush on Alba, huh?”
“What?” Neve gasped, almost choking, as if she hadn’t known that would be his question. “No, I don’t.”
He laughed. “It’s okay. She’s hot. You’re hot. It’s perfectly natural.”
Neve’s stomach turned. This was why she wasn’t supposed to want Alba. She’d spent more than enough time feeling like she’d missed out on the perfectly natural part of being attracted to people. She’d barely even felt that electric attraction she’d just felt with Alba before. Any attraction was almost always something that grew slowly from knowing someone’s personality. Sure, she could appreciate them aesthetically, but she seldom got hit with a bolt like that.
However, she really didn’t want to explain that to Francisco—someone she’d only just met, who was Alba’s friend, and who might turn on her if he knew she was ace. She figured he probably wouldn’t, but she’d seen enough people get weird and awkward about it, or ask invasive questions, or treat her like a child that she didn’t want to take her chances so early on.
“We’re really just friends,” Neve insisted, refusing to look in Alba’s direction.
Francisco tilted his head. “So were Tariq and I for a long, long time.”
“Oh, Alba didn’t mention that you were together. She did, um, sort of mention that she thought there was something there…”
He laughed. “Yeah, it’s still pretty new, but she’s been tormenting us relentlessly about it for years, so we’re just waiting to see when she finally figures it out.”
Neve’s forehead crumpled, her mouth opening repeatedly with no words escaping.
Francisco edged closer to her, clearly amused. “Don’t worry, we’ll tell her soon if she doesn’t figure it out.” He gave her a knowing look. “Or you will.”
“I won’t if you don’t want me to.”
“Oh, I don’t care. I wouldn’t have told you if I did. If I tell one person in a couple something, I assume they’re telling their partner, you know? Pillow talk rules and all that.”
“We’re really not a couple,” Neve insisted, whilst also realizing she assumed a similar logic in her own life.
“Okay,” he replied, but, from his tone, he might as well have said the yet out loud. “And just in case that’s because you’re doing the whole she could never like me thing. You should know you’re totally her type.”
“Oh.” Neve couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. She shouldn’t want Alba to want her—she couldn’t give her the thing she’d be wanting. But she also couldn’t deny that it was a little flattering to think Alba—beautiful, tall, wonderful Alba—might think she was pretty.
Francisco laughed again. “Do yourself a favor and just watch how touchy she is with you versus everyone else.”
Neve frowned and glanced in Alba’s direction. She literally had her hand on someone’s shoulder as she chatted with them. Neve really didn’t think Francisco’s theory had any weight to it. 



CHAPTER 18
 
 
 
The song switched, a familiar, driving bass kicking in behind the DJ announcing that it was the final song of the night. Alba’s eyes lit up, catching Zainab’s as they both whooped excitedly. She’d danced on and off throughout the night, but she absolutely had to dance to this one. Plus, it was the end of the night and Zainab’s birthday. It needed to go off with a bang.
Zainab’s hands whipped into the air and she pointed towards the dance floor, rallying the eager group, minus Francisco and Tariq, who simply slipped back into their own little bubble at the table.
Alba laughed and slipped her hand into Neve’s. “Come dance?”
Neve looked up at her, eyes wide, and nodded. It really was unfair of her to look at Alba like that. She was already pretty enough without the puppy dog expression.
“Great.” Alba led her after the others quickly, refusing to let go of her hand.
Deep down, she knew she should have let go, knew she shouldn’t have been enjoying just getting to be the one holding Neve’s hand, or the number of people who had not-so-subtly asked if the two of them were together, but she couldn’t help it. Maybe she was a little bit tipsy and that was a good excuse for her actions. She hoped nobody would scrutinize that too closely.
She suddenly had a better understanding of the shy, happy looks Francisco and Tariq had always gotten in their eyes when she’d asked whether they were together. Given the amount she’d noticed them touching lately, she wondered whether they’d finally made it official, and, if they had, she wasn’t sure anyone would believe any excuse other than the fact that she was falling hard and fast for Neve.
They probably weren’t buying her excuses either way.
The two of them joined the rest of their group, but she kept Neve close, still holding her hand. Nothing Neve did suggested she wanted Alba to let go of her either, which soothed Alba’s guilt and kept her holding on. There was a significant blush across Neve’s cheeks, but Alba simply chalked that up to the crowded dance floor, which did feel several degrees warmer than the area they’d just left.
Bass pounded in Alba’s chest, her body moved to the music, her voice sang the lyrics, and the people around her crowded in on them until she and Neve were pressed up against each other. There were a couple of other people partly pressed into her too, but she wasn’t bothered about them.
Keeping their hands linked together, she wrapped her arm around Neve, and the back of her hand pressed into the small of Neve’s back. It was intimate. Too intimate for the location, probably. Too intimate for someone she was just friends with. Too intimate for her heart to ignore the way it made her feel. It was going to hurt like hell later, but, in the moment, it felt perfect.
Neve, blushing so furiously it was visible even in the dim light, smiled up at her before looking quickly away.
Alba’s heart clenched and her brain begged her to figure out what that look meant. In any other situation, she’d have interpreted it as flirtatious. And it wasn’t like she hadn’t been hit on while dancing before. But this was Neve. Her friend.
But Alba had a lot of friends and she didn’t dance like this with any of them.
She tried to shake it off, singing along with the others, with everyone on the dance floor, even as all she could really focus on was all the places her body touched Neve’s—especially when Neve adjusted her grasp slightly so that their fingers were half intertwined.
Alba was certain she was going to explode.
The song was speeding towards its conclusion, but Alba didn’t want it to end. She could happily stay there forever, dancing with her friends, and holding Neve for the rest of time.
Still moving with her, Neve looked back up. Her eyes were full of questions Alba didn’t know how to answer, but she met Neve’s gaze with a smile.
It felt like the rest of the world faded away. Part of her brain could still hear the music, could still feel the people moving around her, but all that really seemed to exist was Neve.
Their swaying became softer, gentler, no longer in time with the song they’d just been singing along to. Alba’s gaze slipped from Neve’s eyes to her lips and she watched them part slightly. She couldn’t tell whether it was just the music or whether she could feel both her own heart and Neve’s pounding. Her own heart felt like it was racing fast enough for the both of them.
And Neve smiled. Wide, beautiful, wondrous, real. She’d been through so much lately, but here she was, smiling so genuinely on a dance floor with Alba, surrounded by friends who already adored her. If Alba hadn’t already been a sucker for a great smile, she’d have been a goner from that moment.
As it was, she felt the bottom drop out of her stomach, her heart jump into her throat, and every muscle in her body aching to kiss Neve. She would never do it, of course, not without very clear, open, sober consent, but she’d been looked at more than enough times like that and it had always meant someone wanted to kiss her.
The lights came up.
Alba blinked, glancing around. The crowd was cheering, the music gone. The night was over.
She sucked in an unsteady breath. She’d never lost all sense of place and time like that before. It was intoxicating. Neve was intoxicating.
She shot Neve a smile, secretive, slightly confused, and undoubtedly besotted, and stepped back slightly as space was freed up around them.
Neve didn’t let go of her hand.
When Alba looked away, Zainab’s eyes were the first ones she met. She rolled her eyes at Zainab’s knowing expression and laughed. Somehow she had both always known and had no idea at all. If she’d had the slightest inkling of how hard Alba was falling, her teasing would have been a million times worse.
Alba led the way back to their table. Nobody said anything, nobody expected her to let go of Neve—even as they gathered their things and said goodbye to those going home separately—and nobody laughed, but Alba saw the smug expressions and the questions she’d be asked at a later date as she gave them one-armed hugs, refusing to let go of Neve, even when Neve loosened her grasp to allow Alba to let go. Alba simply held on tighter until Neve tightened her grasp again.
Neither of them put their jackets on given that doing so would have required letting go, but it was a warm night, so, by the time it was just the two of them, Zainab, Tariq, and Francisco walking through the parking lot together, Alba didn’t even feel the need for a jacket.
She laughed and jiggled Neve’s arm. “Race you to the car.”
Without further warning, she took off running, dragging a squealing Neve along with her.
“I came here in a cab. I don’t even know which car we’re looking for,” Neve yelled, laughing.
“I know.”
They ran straight before taking a hard turn, and Alba raced forwards until her hand slapped against the back of Tariq’s car. She pulled Neve in, sliding her between the back of the car and her own body. With her hand still against the car, up by Neve’s face, Alba knew undoubtedly that nobody could see the moment and think it was platonic.
She almost came to her senses and stepped back, but Neve looked up at her with those wide eyes again as her free hand found Alba’s hip, and every bone in Alba’s body was certain a friend had never touched her there.
“I win,” she whispered breathlessly, her face close to Neve’s.
Neve hummed as she pressed her lips together briefly. “Does it count if I didn’t know what the finish line looked like?”
Alba laughed. “It definitely does.”
“Would it have counted if you hadn’t known what the finish line was?”
Alba loved Neve like this—cheeky and open and relaxed. She loved every version of her, but there was something about this version that seemed like the most real, most concealed version of her, and Alba loved every second she got being around it. “Maybe. Perhaps we’ll have to race again and see.”
“Maybe.”
Alba didn’t miss the moment Neve’s gaze flickered to her lips. Every part of her body felt alive. She could feel her chest heaving, begging her to lean in.
Someone cleared their throat from behind Alba.
She jumped back slightly, turning to see Zainab giving her a very pointed look, Francisco shooting an amused look at Neve, and Tariq trying desperately to stifle a smile as they fidgeted with their keys.
Alba had been right to assume the moment hadn’t looked platonic.
She wasn’t really sure what to do with that, though.
“Are we standing out here all night, or shall we go home?” Zainab asked, her voice thick with amusement. “Pretty sure I have some cake back there that I could do with a slice of.”
Alba shot her a look. “We just had cake.”
“Eh. That was at least an hour ago. But, hey, if you don’t want any, that’s fine by me.”
“I didn’t say that.”
Zainab gestured to the car with a flourish. “Shall we then?”
“Pretty sure Tariq’s the one with the power to unlock it.”
“Pretty sure they already did.”
“Oh.” Alba looked from Zainab and Tariq to the car. She’d been in it more than enough times to know the noise it made when the doors unlocked. She hadn’t heard it at all. Hadn’t noticed anything at all—nothing besides Neve.
She grinned, playing the moment off. They all knew the deal, they didn’t need to linger on it.
Tariq laughed and headed to the driver’s seat, breaking the stalemate moment for the others and allowing them to move too.
Alba had always assumed that the non-drinkers in a group must have reams of stories from nights out—some that their friends couldn’t remember, depending on the group, she supposed—but their group was pretty tame. Tariq didn’t drink at all, Francisco was sometimes open to a glass of wine with dinner, but not always, and the others had a couple, but nobody ever ended up particularly drunk. Ordinarily, Alba might consider that a positive—being the sober friend in a trashed group couldn’t be the most fun night out—but, now, she found herself realizing that that meant nobody was going to forget the way she’d been acting with Neve all night. And nobody had a better story to tell that would render this all unimportant by comparison.
She finally let go of Neve’s hand to get into the car, squeezing herself into the middle seat between Zainab and Neve, despite Neve’s insistence that she could go in the middle, and her hand felt cold. The connection between them was broken and all of the emotions that had been building up inside of her all night seemed to be bouncing anxiously around with nowhere to go.
She wanted to reach out and hold Neve’s hand again as they settled into the car and Tariq drove them home, but the situation wasn’t ideal, and she was painfully aware that she didn’t know what it meant. She’d never been particularly hung up on what things meant before, but she cared with Neve. The last thing she wanted was to take advantage, to push Neve into something she didn’t want, or to ruin their friendship.
Sure, she could no longer deny how strong her feelings were, but she wanted Neve in her life. She was perfectly happy to just be friends. Although, if they were going to do that, tonight’s antics had probably just demonstrated that a conversation was warranted. One where Alba explained her feelings, apologized for her actions, and was clear about not simply being interested in Neve for… sex.
She frowned, the conversation between the others washing over her.
There was a part of her that wanted Neve physically, of course there was, but it really wasn’t about that. She wanted Neve in a bigger way, a more complete way. In many ways, she didn’t want to have sex with her. Not because she wasn’t attracted to her, but because she knew Neve would never want that. She’d never understood or wanted someone like that before. Every relationship—fling, possibly—she’d ever had had been born from physical attraction, sexual attraction. She’d never dated anyone she’d known first. She’d never wanted to.
Not once had she ever just enjoyed someone sitting beside her in a car. Not once had she ever felt such an electric thrill from holding someone’s hand. Not once had she ached to kiss someone just to be consumed by kissing them. It had always been enjoyable, but it had been heavy with the anticipation of sex. The way she wanted to kiss Neve was so unfamiliar that she felt like a teenager waiting for her first kiss all over again. It wasn’t even comparable to anything that had happened in her adult years. The thought of kissing Neve felt like… wanting to kiss someone’s soul, rather than their body.
She had no idea how it all worked, but she was glad she hadn’t lived her whole life never feeling it.
Her eyes drifted to Zainab. Even she couldn’t have imagined this, but how had she known? Getting over Neve was going to be a million times more difficult than anything Alba had ever done before. Somewhere in her heart, she felt like she might never have truly been in love before. She’d thought she had, but then Neve…
Neve’s index finger brushed deliberately against the side of Alba’s knee. Zainab might have seen it, but the other two wouldn’t have.
Alba looked at her with a questioning smile.
“Are you okay?” she asked in the softest whisper.
Alba nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.” How could she be anything but when Neve was there, looking out for her?
She was in so deep.
They made it back to their apartment, and through Zainab asking if Tariq and Francisco wanted to come in, without Alba zoning out again. They declined but spent so long saying goodbye to Neve that Alba’s heart began to ache again. They adored her. Of course they did. When the two of them first met, she’d spent an hour with Neve and basically rewritten the entire course of her life. Of course spending an evening with her caused them to love her too. Neve just fit in so well with the group. They were Alba’s family here, her chosen family, and she could see all of the ways Neve just fit, all of the relationships she’d build, all of the ways she’d be adored for exactly who she was. And, after everything with Charlie and Alice, Alba almost wanted to cry watching people genuinely appreciate Neve for all that she was.
Alba almost rolled her eyes at herself. She was so sappy in love.
The three of them made their way up to their apartment and, again, Alba was hit with how wonderful it was to see Neve relaxing here. Alba had never been one for the whole U-Hauling thing, but she finally realized why it was a thing. Neve could pitch up in her room and never leave and Alba wouldn’t spend one day of the rest of her life upset about it.
“Cake, then?” Zainab asked, grinning.
“Do you even need to ask?” Alba shot back.
Neve laughed. “Do you mind if I just take a quick shower first? I’ll only be a minute.”
“Not at all.” Alba waved in the direction of her room and the bathroom. “You know where everything is. Help yourself.”
Neve gave her the sweetest, most grateful smile, and something delicious shot through Alba at the idea of Neve really treating this place like it was her home—going through Alba’s toiletries, helping herself to towels… It wasn’t anything, really—anyone could do it—and yet, it felt so achingly sweet when it was Neve.
Neve turned and walked away, and Zainab snorted. “You’re going to try to act like you two aren’t a couple?”
Alba barely heard her. She shot off after Neve.
“Hey,” she said, catching her up in the bedroom—Alba’s bedroom, their bedroom?
Neve paused like she’d been caught doing something wrong. “Hey?”
Alba smiled. “What are you doing for the holiday weekend?”
“Oh.” She relaxed. “Nothing really.”
Alba nodded. She’d never taken anyone home. Not once. Not ever.
Well, she’d taken friends home. So, wasn’t this supposed to feel the same? She was just bringing a friend. Supposedly.
“Why?” Neve asked, taking a step forward.
“My family does this beach house thing every year. You know, cousins, grandparents, everyone hanging out.”
“Okay.”
Alba breathed against the butterflies in her stomach. It was just two friends, hanging out. Her mother would be thrilled to meet another one of Alba’s friends. “I was wondering if you wanted to come with me?”
“Oh.” Neve blushed again. Alba was really starting to love the sight of it. “Are you sure your family wouldn’t mind me crashing at the last minute?”
Alba laughed. “Not at all. My mother is from the school of invite and feed everyone you’ve ever met. And even the more discerning members are always happy to meet friends, family, partners of those attending.” She tried not to notice the way her voice sounded slightly strangled when speaking about partners in attendance.
Neve smiled nervously. “You’re not going to ditch me the whole weekend to fend for myself, are you?”
“Of course not.” Alba would never do that to her. It was much more likely that she wouldn’t leave Neve’s side for even a minute.
“Okay. Then, uh, yeah. I’d love to go.”
Alba couldn’t keep the dazzling grin off her face. “Great.” She nodded in the direction of the bathroom. “I’ll let you take that shower now.”
Neve nodded, waiting until Alba was right by the door before she whispered, “Thanks. Alba.”
The pause in the middle did something strange to Alba’s insides. She felt herself blushing as she headed back towards Zainab and the kitchen.
Zainab didn’t look up from her phone when Alba entered and set about boiling the kettle for drinks to go with the cake. With Alba being so mesmerized by Neve, it took a minute, but she finally caught the little smile on Zainab’s face. She couldn’t help but think it likely wasn’t a million miles away from the look she’d had on her own face back when Neve first texted her.
She cleared her throat lightly. “Someone interesting?”
Zainab looked at her with dangerously narrowed eyes. After being caught pinning Neve to Tariq’s car, Alba supposed she was playing a dangerous game. But what was life without a little danger?
“Or something,” she added, entirely unnecessarily.
Zainab finished typing and slipped her phone into her pocket. “You know, I’ll at least give you this, it’s not as unrequited as I thought it would be.”
Alba watched as Zainab opened the fridge and pulled out the remnants of the cake her colleagues had presented her with earlier in the day. “What’s not?”
She sighed heavily. “It’s actually insulting that you somehow managed to get someone as intelligent as Neve interested in you.”
“You’re changing the subject,” she pointed out, willing the slight desperation of wanting Zainab’s words to be true not to show on her face.
“Right, because you never do that.”
“Nope.”
“I don’t know what she sees in you.” She sliced the cake and placed three servings on the table.
“We’re just friends.”
“Ha. You just spent all night with friends and not once have I seen you act the way you do with her with any of them.” She looked pointedly towards Alba’s hip. “And you and I have been friends for a long time, but I don’t think you’ve ever found my hands on your hips.”
“To be fair, it was just one hand.”
“Yes, because the other was holding yours.” Zainab rolled her eyes and sat down. “You cannot be this clueless.”
Alba wasn’t sure she was clueless. Confused, perhaps, but not clueless. She knew Zainab was right. Hadn’t she been thinking the same thing all night long? And, if Zainab was seeing it too, that meant her interpretation wasn’t simply being favorably filtered through her own hopeful feelings. But she still didn’t totally understand it. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t lose Neve.
She scrubbed a hand over her face, not bothering about whether she smudged her makeup. “I don’t know what to tell you. We are just friends.”
“Only because neither of you has bothered to ask the other out yet.”
“It’s… complicated.”
“Why? Because someone dumped her a short while ago? Because she’s going through the experience of figuring out her friends are shit?”
“Well, now that you mention it, yeah, those two things probably are a bit relevant, wouldn’t you say?”
“No. I wouldn’t.”
Alba gaped at her. “Explain?”
Zainab shifted in her seat and watched Alba drop into the one across from her. “The breakup was clearly rough, but she knows it wasn’t the relationship for her. She doesn’t seem to miss her ex, she doesn’t seem all that bothered by the loss of that relationship. She’s clearly not just rebounding.”
“How could you possibly know all that?”
Zainab glared. “Because I’ve spent time with her, asked questions, and because I pay attention, maybe? You might have brought her into our lives, but she’s my friend now too.”
“Fine.” Alba could barely suppress her grin at hearing Zainab describe them as friends. Neve really did just fit with them.
“And the Charlie thing… Well, life is always going to have shit bits. It doesn’t mean you can’t have good bits during them. If everyone sat around waiting only for the good moments, nobody would ever do anything.”
“I’m not going to take advantage of her while she’s going through something difficult.”
“I don’t think it counts if she’s looking at you like she wants you to take advantage.”
Alba pursed her lips. Neve didn’t look at her like that. Zainab’s comments had a very clear, sexual undercurrent, but maybe that was what Neve had been getting at when she’d asked Alba about being allo. Maybe it hadn’t simply been a way to rationalize her experience in the face of those who treated her differently because she was ace. She’d seemed surprised Alba had such a clear differentiation between sexual and romantic attraction. To her, when Neve looked at her, it felt like everything. Like she wanted to promise her whole life to Alba. Maybe from the outside, when you were only used to allo relationships, it looked like something else.
Either way, it didn’t look platonic.
Alba waved her hand as she heard the shower shut off. “Whatever. For now, at least, we’re just friends.”
“Sure you are.” She laughed. “Do yourself a favor and at least have the conversation. Or make a move. Pretty easy way to prompt the conversation, I suppose.”
“Never thought you’d be so invested in my love life.”
Zainab watched her, deadpan, before shaking her head. “What can I say, I like her. She deserves to be happy. Besides, against all odds, you’ve somehow gotten her to fall for you too. People who don’t want to be together don’t look at each other the way you two do.”
“Oh, that’s all it is? Just thinking about Neve?” Alba smirked.
“Ugh. Fine. I suppose I want you to be happy too. Even if you’re forcing me to compliment you when it’s my birthday and you should be complimenting me.”
Alba laughed. “I worry about you if you think that’s a compliment.”
“I know what a compliment is, thank you. I get plenty of them. Not from you, obviously, but plenty.”
Alba perked up, leaning on the table. “Was whoever was texting you complimenting you?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Sure you do. If you’re going to sit here and talk about how I look at Neve, you don’t get to avoid me talking about how you were looking at your phone.”
“You’re clearly in love, though. It’s different.”
Alba waved the accusation away. She didn’t need to get into that, especially not when Neve could reappear at any moment. “Any chance it was the new person from work?”
Zainab shot her a dangerous look right as they both heard the bathroom door open. “As it so happens, it was simply a colleague wishing me a happy birthday.”
“At midnight?”
They heard Neve enter Alba’s room, both knowing she’d rejoin them shortly.
Zainab leaned in closer. “You’re playing a very dangerous game when your girlfriend is about to be within earshot.”
“Not my girlfriend,” Alba said in a hurried, hushed voice before sitting upright.
Zainab’s gaze flicked to something over Alba’s shoulder and she smirked. “Yeah, right,” she muttered.
Alba turned around to find Neve walking towards them, freshly showered, and wearing one of Alba’s oversized college sweatshirts. She almost groaned—at the sight, at the situation, at Zainab’s annoying comments.
She really did want to be Neve’s girlfriend. 



CHAPTER 19
 
 
 
Forty-five minutes early for an appointment was excessive. Sitting outside a therapist’s office for forty-five minutes felt particularly bad. Though, if Neve had a general problem with excessive earliness, she figured her therapist would be the place to go for help.
As it was, she didn’t usually have a problem with excessive earliness. Today, however, she had spent forty-five minutes sitting outside of her therapist’s office, just waiting for her appointment as she scrolled the internet time and time again for answers to her questions. There were pitifully few, and, if anything, more answers that made her feel bad than those that made her feel better. However, she was savvy enough, even in her panic, to know that was just how the internet was.
Now, she sat on one of the hard, wooden-effect chairs in the waiting room, bouncing her knees up and down. She felt like she’d hardly stopped bouncing her knees since Thursday.
A door opened and Neve sat up slightly straighter, consciously halting the bouncing.
“Hey,” her therapist said softly, with that familiar smile. “Come on in.”
She nodded and headed into the office. As she passed Olive in the doorway, she wondered how long it would take for her to realize Neve felt like she was bouncing off the walls.
“So, what’s new with you?” Olive asked, sitting down in her usual seat and watching Neve sit on the couch with interest.
So, not very long then.
Neve scoffed quietly. “I have a problem.”
Olive smiled gently. “You came to the right place. Do you want to talk about what’s going on?”
Neve took a deep breath and stared out of the window to the side of them. “You know how when Roxanne broke up with me I was a little bit broken?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I mean, I know we talked about it and how it was more what she said—and a little bit where she did it—than it was distress at missing her.” Neve shook her head. The first session after the breakup, she’d been so certain it had to be distress at the loss of Roxanne, but, the longer she sat with it, the more she saw all of the places they’d never been working, and all of the tiny bits of relief that snuck in around not being together anymore. Now, looking back just felt embarrassing. “I mean, after all that, I just… kind of felt like… I didn’t…”
Olive waited. She’d been seeing Neve long enough to know when she needed a moment to work up to things.
“I’ve been feeling like I never wanted to be in a relationship again. Like every part of me wished I could not want that. Because what’s the point in wanting that if it always ends the same way? I don’t have anything to offer someone in a relationship.”
“The things you have to offer are more than just sex, Neve.”
Neve sighed. “No, I know. I mean, logically, I suppose I know I have things to offer outside of sex.”
“Do you know that?” Olive asked without judgment.
Neve laughed bitterly. “Okay, maybe I don’t know that, but I want to. I know that relationships can be built on more than sex.”
“Right. And a lot of relationships that are built exclusively on sex fail because people need more than that.”
“Yes, but…” She sighed. This idea had been bouncing around her head since her first proper conversation with Robin. “They fail because there are limits on the relationship. It is sex and nothing else.”
“Right.”
“But if you have a relationship that is everything else and not sex, that’s still limited.”
Olive watched her for a moment. “Because Roxanne broke up with you over sex, you’re feeling like everyone else will?”
“Everyone else has.”
She nodded. “It’s fair that all of that weighs on you and makes it difficult to see that a successful relationship might be possible. Many people go through as many, or more, breakups than you have, but the reasons for the breakups at least feel as though they’re different sometimes.”
“It’s always the same reason for me, and it just feels demoralizing. Like, Roxanne blamed her family, and maybe that was a piece of it, but it was clearly about sex. It’s always clearly about sex. I want so badly to change myself, to just be able to make myself do it, but it’s like… I don’t know, like this wall goes up and I can’t, my body won’t let me.”
“Your body is protecting you, your mind is protecting you. You shouldn’t be forced to do things you don’t want to, and doing so won’t provide the kind of relationship you want, it will likely just end up hurting you.”
It felt silly to cry over sex—or the lack thereof—but tears welled in Neve’s eyes. Olive was right. Every time she’d tried, it hurt. Her brain hurt, her body hurt. Parts of her could respond in the expected way, but she hated it. It felt… violating, only she was doing it to herself. And, afterward, nothing felt right, nothing felt good. All she felt was the need to curl up and cry until she ceased to exist.
“I just wish I could be normal,” she said quietly. “I wish I could want it.”
Neve still hated the whole concept of normal. She’d been over it with Olive before, and this was the place it kept coming up because she felt so desperately like she was lacking something, because so many people had made her feel alone in her asexuality, or like it was something she needed to fix, because to be normal was to want and enjoy sex, and she couldn’t do that.
“What would your ideal relationship look like?” Olive asked after a moment. “Ignoring what you think is possible, and what you’ve experienced so far, if you could create the perfect relationship for you what would that look like?”
Alba popped immediately into Neve’s mind. It wasn’t a helpful thought, it wasn’t what she needed, but it was there.
She chewed her lip and thought. It was so difficult to even let in the idea of what she’d want because she believed doing so would be costing someone else something they needed. “I don’t know.”
Olive watched her softly, knowing. “It doesn’t have to feel possible, it doesn’t even have to leave this room. Just for you, what would you want?”
“Probably… I don’t know, intimacy, connection, but, like, not the kind that’s sexual. I want someone who likes spending time with me, someone who likes talking to me. I want someone who I can cuddle on the couch and watch movies with. Someone who gets me. Like, when you’re in a group of people and you can share a look with someone and you both just get each other. I want that. I want someone who knows all of my favorite things. Someone whose favorite things I know. Someone who holds my hand.” She looked down at her hand remembering Alba holding it so tight on Thursday night. She’d felt so safe there. “I want someone who is honest, who isn’t trying to manipulate me, and isn’t judging me because of who I am.”
“All very reasonable things to want. Anything else?”
Neve clenched her eyes shut. This was where it got really complicated and felt especially unfair. “You know how, when you’re in a couple, there are things you’re privy to that nobody else is?”
“Such as?” Olive prompted quietly.
Neve huffed. It wasn’t just the physical things, she wanted all of the emotional things too, but, those parts, she didn’t struggle with, they weren’t loaded and unfair to ask for. It was the physical things that were. “I want… incidental nudity, I suppose? Like, when you get out of the shower and you don’t have to worry about your partner seeing you, and vice versa. But I don’t want it to be sexual, and it always somehow is. It always turns that way.” She worked hard to shut out the memory of an ex telling her she was tempting them, playing with them, simply by changing for bed, that she shouldn’t be such a tease if she didn’t want sex. “I want it to exist without it being a big deal. I want to be able to touch someone’s skin without it becoming sexual.”
“That’s very fair.”
“It’s not, though, is it? Not really. It’s a lot to ask of someone who is just having those responses naturally.”
Olive shrugged. “That depends. The physical, emotional, and mental reactions are not necessarily something we have control over, but what we do with them is something we can control. Is it a problem if someone becomes aroused while they’re kissing you?”
Neve thought about it. “No. Not if they’re not doing anything with that. It’s like my body shutting down. I can try not to do that, but it just happens. If they experience sexual attraction, they can’t help that their body is reacting.”
“Right. So, the problem is the reaction to that. It’s not that someone is aroused, it’s when they’re putting that arousal on you—blaming you for it or insisting you fix it—and that’s a problem regardless of whether you’re asexual. No matter your orientation, nobody should be forcing their arousal onto you.”
“I know that,” Neve said, knowing that, logically, she did. “But…”
“You’ve heard a lot of times that it is your fault.”
“Right. From partners, from society, from the internet. It’s my fault for getting them into that position if I’m not going to follow through.”
“Anyone can revoke consent—or not give it in the first place—for anything they want to, at any time. It is not your job to manage someone’s reaction to that.”
“Easier said than done.”
Olive smiled ruefully. “I know. In practice, so many people have been in situations they were uncomfortable with, so many people’s needs have been ignored, but that doesn’t make it okay. That doesn’t mean you are responsible for it, or that you don’t get to ask for the type of relationship you want.”
Neve groaned and pulled one of the couch cushions closer to her. Maybe if she built a fort around herself, she’d be safe forever.
“Have you thought about dating other asexual people?” Olive asked.
Neve nodded. “I’ve definitely considered it. I just don’t know that many and I’m not interested in the ones I do. Maybe I should have been trying harder to meet others.” She slumped, feeling slightly defeated. “There’s nothing wrong with that idea, and it would probably be wonderful, but, is that the only answer, then? Only date asexual people?”
“Of course not. I wasn’t suggesting that, just wondering whether it might be helpful for you, since you do want a relationship but navigating a relationship with someone allosexual might feel overwhelming right now.”
Neve tensed. “That’s kind of the other part of the problem.”
Olive nodded, urging Neve on, but something about her expression told Neve she already knew where the thought was going.
Neve took a deep breath. “I currently cannot be interested in dating a fellow asexual person because I… like someone else.”
“Someone who isn’t asexual?”
“Correct.”
Why couldn’t it just have been simple? Why couldn’t Neve have purposely set out to find someone asexual? She could see all of the ways it would be amazing. Maybe they wouldn’t be on exactly the same page all of the time, but they’d understand each other so well. Maybe she’d finally start truly appreciating all of the wonderful things about being asexual if she saw them in someone she loved? She’d known them before. Deep down, she thought she might still know and love them now, but she’d been so beaten and broken by her dating experiences that she felt wrong every time she liked being asexual. It was like getting punched every time she thought about it. Until, one day, she didn’t even think it anymore. She just wished to be normal, to be like everyone else.
Everyone else. As if there wasn’t an incredible world of asexuals out there.
She hated the way she’d been so subtly punished and trained by the people she’d dated. And by Charlie. Maybe that was even worse because of the subtlety of it, because it was by someone who wasn’t directly affected by her sexuality. How was she supposed to proudly love her asexuality when even her friends were telling her it was wrong?
How was she ever supposed to feel safe in a relationship with someone who wasn’t asexual if this was where those relationships had gotten her? But, Alba…
“Is it someone who knows that you’re asexual?” Olive asked.
Neve nodded. “It’s Alba.”
So quickly Neve wasn’t sure whether she’d really seen it, something flashed across Olive’s face as if she’d been expecting that. Although, Neve was sure she must have been imagining things. Olive was a professional.
“And is Alba interested in you too?” she asked.
Neve shrugged. She suddenly felt like a teenager, discussing this in the schoolyard with her friends, feeling slightly out of step because she wasn’t totally sure she knew what they meant when they said someone was hot.
“You haven’t had a conversation with her about it?”
“No. I just… can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not supposed to be feeling like this, let alone putting it all on her. She’s been so good to me in all of the stuff with Roxanne, and now Charlie and Alice. We’re friends, and she’s allo, and I just can’t do that to her.”
“You know,” Olive said gently, “we can’t decide what’s best for the people around us, only for ourselves.”
“I know that,” Neve replied, not one hundred percent certain that she did. “But it’s not fair. If I bring it up, I risk ruining our friendship, and, if I bring it up and she wants to be… something more, I don’t know how I’d cope with eventually pushing her away too.”
“What makes you think you’re going to push her away?”
“History. Experience. The fact that she wants and enjoys sex.”
“One can enjoy something without always needing it.”
“Yeah, but it’s…” Neve threw her hands helplessly into the air. “History.”
“There are lots of successful couples who have differing sex drives. It doesn’t have to be the end of their relationship.”
“The internet thinks it does.”
Olive smiled wryly. “The internet thinks a lot of things, but that doesn’t make them true.” She shook her head. “In fairness, it can make things more complicated sometimes, and it requires work and communication and vulnerability, but so do all successful relationships. And, from what you’ve told me, Alba seems open and communicative.”
Neve nodded. “She is. I’m sure she wouldn’t be too proud or… stubborn? Cruel? I don’t know. Whatever it is, I’m sure she wouldn’t be too that to discuss it or work through it. But I just know where it’s going to go, and I don’t want to lose her.”
“You fear where it’s going to go, but without having the conversation with her, you can’t be certain. In any relationship, we can’t be certain of the way anything will turn out. All you have power over is yourself and the effort you’re putting in. You have to trust the other person to meet you in that work every day.”
Neve felt herself welling up again. She didn’t think she’d ever felt sure someone was going to meet her in that. She didn’t know how to trust that someone would.  She nodded as she leaned forward to take a tissue from the box on the coffee table.
“Alba cares about you, that much is clear from what you’ve told me. But trying to control the situation because you’re worried she can’t handle being in a relationship with someone asexual is doing both of you a disservice. She deserves a say in what she can and cannot handle, and what she does and does not want. And you deserve the opportunity to see that you can have the type of relationship you want.”
“I just don’t want to cost her things. I don’t want her to have to give up things for me.”
“People compromise and give up things all the time in relationships. It’s up to each individual what is and isn’t worth it. And there are lots of ways to work with the sexual side of things for a couple that includes an asexual partner.”
Neve laughed. “A friend said something similar just the other day.”
“Oh, yes?”
“Robin. From work. She said she’d happily give up sex for the rest of her life, if that was what her girlfriend wanted, because she’d never miss it more than she would the rest of their relationship.”
Olive smiled. “Sounds like you have some wonderful friends. You deserve to ask for love like that. And you deserve to find it with someone who wants that. We can work on seeing it not as something your partner is having to give up for you, or something you’re costing them, but a choice you’re both making for the wellbeing of each other and your relationship.”
“It just feels like it has to be one end of the spectrum or the other, and I should be the one meeting her at her end.”
“Why?”
Neve shrugged. “Because that’s what’s normal.”
“It might be more common, but that doesn’t mean it’s what should happen. Forcing yourself to have sex is likely far more damaging than someone who wants to, finding ways to satisfy themselves alone while in a relationship with someone who does not want sex.”
“I feel so guilty,” Neve muttered bitterly.
“About what?”
“About all of it. About not wanting sex, about making life hard for partners who do, about being the reason they have to go through a breakup too.” She hesitated, the truth burning inside of her. “About the fact that I wish I could be normal, but, actually, I like who I am. I like being asexual. I don’t… I don’t know. I don’t want to hate this part of myself. Everyone is telling me that I have to, but I don’t. I don’t want to.”
“It’s okay to enjoy being asexual. It’s okay to hold that at the same time you’re struggling to navigate an allosexual world. It’s okay that the way people have treated you impacts the way you feel about yourself. You’re here working on processing that and letting go of the damage caused in those moments.”
Neve was quiet for a moment, a thought aching deep in her heart and her stomach. “I just don’t think I have enough to offer to make it seem worthwhile. People seem to really love sex.”
“Some people do, some don’t. There is no normal when it comes to sex. And you have so many things to offer.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“Let’s think about the list of things you wanted in a relationship. Think about each one in turn, and then tell me whether you think most people would want or enjoy that.”
Neve thought for a minute. She supposed they were fairly common things to want, things she heard people talk about wanting, or say they enjoyed. “Yeah, I suppose a lot of people do want those things.”
“And you want them too?”
“Yes.”
“So, do you think you could offer all of those things to your partner?”
Neve stared at her. The tears burned in her eyes again. It was all the things she wanted in a relationship. All the things she’d wanted to share with someone else. It was a whole list of things she could give to a partner—that she wanted to give to a partner—and yet, she’d spent so long thinking it wasn’t enough, like they all meant nothing because she didn’t want sex too. But it was a whole relationship. She wanted a whole relationship—the good, the bad, the ugly, the wonderful. She wanted that with someone, and maybe it was enough, maybe it could be—not for everyone, perhaps, but maybe it could be a whole list of things she had to offer and maybe that would be enough for someone.
“Yes,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Yes, I think I could offer all those things to a partner.” 



CHAPTER 20
 
 
 
Alba laughed as she made it to one of the empty picnic benches outside her office and straddled the bench, placing her lunch on the table beside her.
“Why are you laughing?” Zainab demanded from down the phone.
“Oh, I’m sure you can figure that out,” Alba said, still laughing.
“I call you with an emergency and this is how you respond?”
“This hardly constitutes an emergency now, does it?” She twisted towards her food and began spearing some of it onto her fork.
“What else would you call it?”
“Um, I don’t know, maybe what it is? A date.”
“It is not a date.”
“Then what is it?”
“I don’t know. That’s why you’re supposed to be helping me,” Zainab whined.
Alba stifled another laugh. “Look, someone asked you out for dinner, just the two of you, and you said yes. What else would you call that? What would you call that if it happened to someone else?”
Zainab hesitated. “A date. Probably.”
“Right. So, what do you think it might be if it happens to you?”
“Something else?”
“Zainab.”
“It can’t be a date. I’ve been annoyed with them since they started.”
Alba paused to slowly chew her food, allowing the thought to sit with Zainab for a moment.
“Alba?”
“Zainab. Has it ever occurred to you that maybe the reason you’ve been so annoyed with them is because you’re actually into them?”
“No.”
Alba’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. “Oh, has it not? Are we just ignoring that this is kind of how you do things?”
“It is not,” Zainab replied petulantly. She was always petulant when she was like this.
“Do you want me to start naming names?”
“No,” she said hurriedly. “I do not.”
“So, you admit you know this is a pattern?”
“It’s not a pattern.”
“Li—”
“That’s enough.” Zainab groaned. “I can’t like them.”
“But you already do.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not?” Alba bounced her fork against her lip. Zainab had been surprisingly scant on details about them, even if they had come up multiple times, so she couldn’t place what the problem would be. Although, she wouldn’t put it past Zainab for it to simply be that she was stubborn and didn’t want to like them. As if attraction remotely worked that way.
Perhaps it was easier to believe that when you weren’t the one being attracted to someone inconvenient.
“Because. Because because.”
Alba laughed. “Because isn’t actually a reason. You do know that, right? You’re kind of required to name whatever comes after the because in order for it to make sense.”
Zainab groaned. “Can’t you just fill in the blanks?”
“Ordinarily,” Alba said around a mouthful of tomatoes, “I would. However, in this particular case, you’ve given me annoyingly little to work with.”
“Ugh.” She sucked in an audible breath. “They’re just… loud and noisy and outgoing.”
“Two of those mean the same thing.”
“Alba.”
“The third one seems irrelevant, if you ask me. You’re outgoing. What difference does it make if your partner is too?”
“They’re not my partner!”
“Hypothetical partner.”
“I don’t know.” She drew the end of the sentence out, suggesting she didn’t have any complaints lodged in actual reality or reason. “They’re… funny and annoying and messy.”
“Okay, that last one I’ll give you. Mess does annoy you.”
“Yeah, so, imagine being around someone like that all the time.”
“What? They’re just running around the place, messing everything up? How is that even possible?”
“No.” Zainab sounded agonized, but Alba had seen her like this before—she’d seen Alba like that too.
“So, what, then?”
Zainab sighed. “They’re just… messy, as a person.”
“Like, sloppy in the way they dress?”
“Actually, no,” she said after a brief pause. “They’re quite stylish. But just… emotionally.”
“Ah,” Alba replied, smiling widely. “So, what you’re telling me is that they aren’t willing to put up with your bullshit. Or that their personality makes it hard to even try that bullshit.”
“You don’t have to make it sound like I’m the worst person ever.”
“I didn’t say that! And I don’t think that. You know I don’t. I’m just putting the pieces together, like you asked, and what I’m getting is that you’ve found yourself around someone that makes you feel exposed.”
She was quiet for several long seconds. “Fine. I guess you could say that, yes.”
Alba smiled again. “I’m happy for you.”
“You shouldn’t be.”
She laughed. “You want me to be angry that my best friend likes someone, and that same someone asked them out on a date?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.” Zainab groaned again. “Because this is going to be a disaster.”
“Hey, you thought my whole thing with Neve was going to be a disaster and that’s going just fine.”
She snorted. “I don’t think we can definitively say that just yet. Something’s going on between you, neither of you is addressing it, and we’re all just sitting around waiting to see what happens.”
“Sounds so dirty when you say it like that.”
“It’s a statement of fact.”
“Yeah, well, so is you liking… Hey, are you finally going to tell me their name now that you’re going on a date?”
“I suppose I have to.”
“You don’t. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”
“Yeah, but it’d be weird not to.”
“A little, but when am I not weird?”
Zainab hummed. “Fair point. Still. Their name is Kai.”
“Nice name. I look forward to meeting them.”
“Ugh. The two of you are going to be insufferable together.”
“Ah, confirmation that, in fact, you are annoyed that they’re like me. You’ve fallen for someone just like me.”
“I haven’t fallen for anyone. And they’re not just like you.”
Alba scoffed. “Tell me which of the ways you described them wouldn't also apply to me.”
Zainab floundered for a moment. “I cannot be interested in someone like you. It’s like… dating your cousin.”
“It definitely isn’t.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Not really.”
“You’re my best friend. And a complete pain in the ass.”
Alba laughed. “I think all this tells you is that you like someone who’s a little bit of a pain in the ass. Either as a friend or as a romantic interest, what gets you is someone who can, well, give you a little bit of a run for your money.”
“I think I hate myself. This is ridiculous.”
“You do not. You’re just having a moment. But, soon, you can be having a moment with Kai. On a date. And I bet it’s going to go great. I mean, they’re clearly already into you.”
“I hate all of this.”
“I know,” Alba said sympathetically. “And I’m sure you’ll continue to until the moment where it suddenly gets really good and everything just makes sense.”
“Why does dating have to be so hard?”
“You’re asking me?” Alba replied pointedly.
“Yeah, okay, fair point. What was I thinking? You’re even worse than I am.”
“Rude. But hey, if you’re back to insulting me so readily, that must mean you’re already feeling better about this whole thing.”
“I can confirm I am not.”
Alba laughed, but, before she could reply, a shadow fell across the table and her lunch. She looked up at the figure standing across from her and frowned. “Zainab, I’ve gotta call you back. Charlie’s here.”
“Charlie is?” Zainab replied, startled.
“Apparently so.”
“Well… Good luck, I guess? Text me after.”
“Will do.”
She hung up the call, watching Charlie with interest.
As far as Neve had told her, the two of them hadn’t spoken since the night of their argument. Alice had made a couple of attempts to smooth things over, but they’d been pitiful in comparison to what happened. As far as Alba could tell, Charlie hadn’t tried anything.
Well, anything other than showing up at Alba’s workplace. She hadn’t even known Charlie knew where she worked.
“Alba,” Charlie said, her voice clipped.
“Charlie.”
“How are you doing?” Her voice was so stiff, it barely sounded like a question.
“If you’re looking to contract someone, I don’t think I’m your go-to person.” Alba waved a hand in the direction of her office.
“I’m not here for that.”
“Good to know. To be honest, I didn’t know you even knew where I worked. A little bit weird just showing up, don’t you think?” She watched Charlie pointedly as she finished up her food.
Charlie shifted. Her expression was furrowed, like she was trying to be intimidating, perhaps, but her gaze jumped to and from Alba so frequently as to completely undermine the attempt.
She didn’t speak again, so, once Alba was done with her food, she cleared her throat and said, “So, are you going to tell me what you are here for, or are you just going to scowl at me until I go back to work?”
“I want to talk about Neve,” she finally said, her voice still hard.
“No, thank you,” Alba replied with a serene smile. She wasn’t particularly bothered if it antagonized Charlie.
Charlie’s jaw twitched. “She isn’t talking to me.”
Alba studied her. “And you’re surprised? After what you did?”
“I didn’t do anything.”
“Mm. Right, because everyone treats all of their friends the way you’ve been treating Neve, and then yells in their faces and insults them.”
Charlie’s hands clenched and she took a steadying breath. “Perhaps I said some things I shouldn’t have, but she shouldn’t just be ignoring me.”
Alba shot her a deadly look. “I don’t think it’s your business to be deciding what Neve should and shouldn’t be doing.”
“Oh, but it is yours?”
“Absolutely not. See, unlike you, I actually care about Neve and what she wants, not simply what I can control her into doing.”
Charlie slammed her hands onto the table. “Don’t you dare imply I don’t care about her. I’ve been here longer than you have.”
Alba watched her with raised eyebrows. “You can’t claim dibs on a person. You’d do well to remember that. Especially when you’ve made no effort at all to apologize to her.”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
Alba looked around exaggeratedly. “Oh, is Neve here too? Didn’t know I should be expecting her.”
Charlie leaned in closer. “I’ll never know what she sees in you.”
“I could have said the same thing to you.”
Something flickered across Charlie’s face and she backed away slightly. Alba didn’t understand it, but part of her did enjoy it, just a little. Perhaps not her best moment, but Charlie had hurt Neve and Alba had little patience for that.
Charlie took a deep breath. “Alice left her pancakes and a note. She just ignored them. She’s barely even staying at home. Guess I don’t need to ask if she’s staying at yours.”
Neve had actually been at home about fifty percent of the time since her verbal altercation with Charlie. Even now, Charlie seemed to be barely paying attention to her.
Though she was correct about where Neve was when she wasn’t home.
“If Neve isn’t telling you where she’s going, I don’t think it’s any of your business, is it?” Alba asked.
“She isn’t talking to me,” Charlie said again, gritting her teeth.
“And why might that be?”
“I told you, I’m here. And Alice—”
“Yeah, yeah, left her pancakes. Which, given what Alice has been going along with is barely enough apology from her, let alone from you. And now you’re here, talking to me. Why? You think I’m going to apologize for you? Tell Neve everything’s better because you went to all the people around her and got them to manipulate her into forgiving you? I don’t think so.”
“She’s my friend. I deserve—”
“No, she’s not. She’s someone you’ve been keeping around to control. She’s the victim and you’re the perpetrator. You don’t deserve shit.” Alba stared at her. “The good news, however, is that Neve is strong, and she’s breaking free of you. The best thing you can do is leave her alone.”
“I’ve known her a lot longer than you have.”
“Oh, Charlie, we’ve already been over this, haven’t we? Can’t call dibs on a person. Longevity means nothing if you’ve barely been paying attention to who someone is, if you’ve been abusing them, and if you attack them the second they start to break free of you.”
She leaned across the table at Alba again. “I knew you were trouble from the minute I met you.”
“Hm. Care to share why? What heinous crime did I commit that made you hate me so?”
“You took advantage of someone who was weak.”
“Says more about you than it does about me if that’s how you think about her.” Alba’s blood felt like it was boiling. She hadn’t picked Charlie for the cartoon villain type, but here she was.
“She’d just been dumped, of course she was weak. And you just swept in trying to pick up a girlfriend without knowing anything about her or the situation.”
Alba stood up, face to face with Charlie. “Firstly, she was a strong woman in a weak moment. Secondly, she needed someone to be there for her, and I was. There was no taking advantage of her. She needed a friend. That’s all I was. And thirdly, she has always deserved better friends than you two were to her. Neve finally realizing that has nothing to do with me and everything to do with your treatment of her.”
“You still don’t know?”
Alba’s stomach turned uncomfortably. “Know what?”
Charlie straightened up, smiling slightly. “She isn’t going to give you what you want. It doesn’t matter if she’s interested in you—”
“We’re just friends.” If Alba had a dollar for every time she’d said that lately…
Charlie rolled her eyes. “It’s been all over her since she met you, since we ran into you in that café. But you’re going to leave her and hurt her, just like everyone else. And you know who’ll be there to pick up the pieces, just like always? Me. You’re not special. You’re not different. You’re just like all the others.”
“All I want is for Neve to be happy.”
“Yeah, right. It’s all over you too. You want her. But you won’t. Not when you find out she doesn’t want sex.”
Alba growled. She wasn’t sure she’d ever made that sound before, but something inside of her was white hot and angry on Neve’s behalf. “Some friend you are. As it happens, I did know that, but I’m not in the business of discussing my friends’ sexualities without their permission. I’m also not in the business of diminishing their worth because of how much sex they do or do not want.”
“I’m just looking out for her. And, the quicker you’re gone, the quicker we can all get back to normal.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
“She’s not going to change her mind just for you. You’re not as special as you think you are.”
Alba gathered her belongings and walked around the table, standing directly in front of Charlie. “Is that what it is? You need to be special to her?”
Charlie’s jaw twitched again. “I am special to her. I’ve been there all along. I’m the one who picks up the pieces when people like you hurt her.”
“And who picks up the pieces when you hurt her?”
“I don’t hurt her. I look after her. She needs me.”
“I don’t think she does.”
“You don’t know anything.”
Alba smiled darkly, the whole thing finally hitting her like it had been staring her in the face the entire time. “She turned you down. See, we don’t talk about you all that much—you’re not that important—so she hasn’t mentioned how you two met, but that’s it, isn’t it? You met her, wanted her, and she turned you down.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I think I do, Charlie. It’s written all over your face. She turned you down and you made it your mission to never let her get away from you?” Alba seethed. “You never deserved to even look in her direction.”
Charlie’s face turned beet red. “She didn’t turn me down.”
“Oh, did she not?”
“She chose me. She’s my best friend.”
“Funny. I have a best friend and I don’t treat her the way you treat Neve.”
“She lives with me.”
“She shares an apartment with you. You and your girlfriend, Charlie. What are you playing at being with Alice if you’re spending your whole life—what? Trying to get Neve to realize you’re the better option?”
“I love Alice.”
“Just not enough.”
“Of course it’s enough. I love her.”
“Do you?” Alba watched her closely. “Then what’s your play with Neve? What’s the point? She meets someone you suddenly believe she’s going to be interested in, and hate me, to what? Push her away from me? Prevent her from making friends? Prevent her from potentially dating me? What are you after?”
“I’m preventing her from getting hurt.”
“She doesn’t need you to prevent her from living her life, Charlie. She wasn’t interested in you. Let it go. She gets to decide who she does and doesn’t want in her life. Trying to keep her reliant on you forever doesn’t make her yours. Isolating her doesn’t make you the good guy trying to keep her safe. She’s a fucking adult, Charlie. She gets to make her own decisions.”
“She’s asexual. She needs someone looking out for her.”
Alba shook her head, sighing. “You’re angry at her for not wanting you, for the fact that she wouldn’t have sex with you, so you decided that, because she doesn’t want sex, she’s a child and you get to keep the keys to her life?”
Charlie’s nostrils flared. She glared at Alba but didn’t speak.
“That’s disgusting. And manipulative. And aphobic. Sort yourself and your life out, Charlie, and leave Neve alone.”
“You’re no better than me if you’re telling me I’m not allowed near her.”
Alba paused in the middle of taking a step away from her. “I’m not the one telling you to stay away from her. She’s doing that all by herself. She’s an adult, Charlie, capable of making those decisions for herself. And me? Well, I’m the one respecting her decisions and following her lead.”
Alba walked away, leaving Charlie standing there. Of all the things she’d been expecting, it hadn’t been that. With the way Charlie had made zero effort to contact Neve, she’d never have imagined Charlie showing up to talk to her instead. Nor had she had any decent read on the dynamic between them. She wondered whether Neve even knew the reason behind it all.
She wondered if Alice did.
And what was Charlie hoping for? That Neve would one day change her mind and want Charlie? That Neve’s sexuality would change? Or that her decisions would? Did Charlie imagine herself so special that she’d be the one person in the world Neve would have sex willingly with? She’d made it perfectly clear she wasn’t demisexual. And she’d made it perfectly clear she would never want sex with anyone, no matter how much she loved them.
Neve didn’t need Charlie, or Roxanne, or anyone else who thought she just needed convincing. She needed someone who loved that she was asexual, who understood all that it meant to her and her life, and who didn’t want to change a single second of it.
Alba was almost back to the doors when Charlie called her name again, a little more desperate this time. She sighed and stopped, turning slowly to face her. “What?”
“She’s moving out, isn’t she?” This was a much more pathetic version of Charlie than Alba had been facing off with mere moments ago.
Alba shrugged. “Whether she is or not isn’t my place to discuss. I don’t know why you aren’t getting this, but Neve is an adult who isn’t in need of a minder who makes all of her decisions for her.”
“Can you just ask her to stay? We can work this out, I know we can. We’ve been friends too long.”
“Charlie, please get this into your head, I’m not telling her anything from you. I am not your messenger, and I have no interest in being involved in whatever you’re trying to do to her. If you want to talk to her, grow up, realize who she really is, and ask if she’s willing to talk to you. By text or email. Do not ambush her. But, as far as I can see, you’re the one who burned those bridges. If I were her, I’d never speak to you again.”
“I care about her.”
“No, you really don’t.”
“I’ve cared about her for longer than you know.”
“Find a therapist, Charlie. Do yourself, Alice, and any other friends you have in your life a favor, and find a therapist.”
“There’s nothing wrong with me.”
She shot Charlie a look. “I want you to think through all of your actions and decide whether you really think that’s true.”
“I—”
“Bye, Charlie. I don’t want to see you here again.” Alba turned and entered her building, leaving Charlie alone outside the door. She wasn’t entirely sure what Charlie’s next move was, but she knew hers. She wasn’t going to be Charlie’s messenger, but she wasn’t going to decide which information about her own life Neve was and was not allowed to hear. As hard as it was going to be, Neve deserved to know what Charlie was doing. 



CHAPTER 21
 
 
 
Neve collapsed backwards onto Alba’s bed. It had been a weird couple of weeks.
The familiar scent of Alba’s laundry detergent wafted up around her, soothing, welcoming. At this point, it felt like coming home. Her actual home filled her with tension and panic. When she was here, she just got to be herself and be happy. Even the slight, unresolved tension of what was going on between herself and Alba—that they seemed to be resolutely not discussing—didn’t hamper how wonderful it was to be here.
Olive’s words and the activities she’d set Neve to be working on echoed in her head again. Maybe she was allowed to want Alba, even if she didn’t want sex. Maybe she was right to trust her instincts that Alba wasn’t going to hurt or manipulate her like others had.
She shook the thought off and tapped the letter she was holding against her stomach. She shouldn’t have been worrying about Alba when she had bigger fish to fry.
“You okay?” Alba asked, standing at the foot of the bed, leaning her knees into it.
“Yeah, sorry. I know we’re leaving soon. I just need a minute.”
Alba smiled and picked up Neve’s feet, holding them against her stomach. Her orange socks clashed horribly with Alba’s shirt.
“Don’t worry,” she said, leaning into Neve’s feet. “My family isn't strict about arrival times. You can take all the time you need.”
Neve smiled ruefully. “Don’t want to make a bad first impression.”
“I don’t think you possibly could. They’re going to love you.”
Neve hummed. She really wanted them to. She knew she wasn’t supposed to, at least not to the extent that she did, but she couldn’t help herself. She’d never felt more comfortable around anyone than she did around Alba. She’d never ached for someone the way she did Alba. She wanted moments like this to be something she got to have for the rest of time. And Alba was actually reasonably close with her family. It mattered that Neve made a good first impression.
Alba nodded towards the letter. “Do you want to read that before we leave?”
Neve’s face contorted in confusion. “I’m not sure I want to read it at all.”
“I support you doing what you need to.”
Neve smiled before she reached up and yanked Alba down next to her. So naturally Neve wasn’t sure Alba even realized she was doing it, her arm wrapped around Neve’s waist and pulled her closer.
How was it she was getting everything she wanted without knowing if she was actually getting everything she wanted? If she watched any other two people behave the way she and Alba did, she’d swear they were in a relationship.
“What can it possibly say that I’d want to see?” she asked, holding the envelope in the air above them.
Alba shook her head. “I have no idea, but it’s still okay if you just want to know what’s in it. And it’s okay if you don’t.”
Neve thought through everything Alba had told her about the encounter with Charlie and everything she’d discussed with Olive in therapy lately. It wasn’t everyone else’s fault that she’d been having complicated feelings about her own asexuality, but, it turned out, when multiple people dumped you for it and your apparent best friend had been holding it against you for years, it did rather impact your experience of it. Maybe she should have seen what was going on earlier, but she couldn’t go back and change anything. All she could do was accept that she knew now and work on herself. And, in truth, she liked who she’d been lately. She liked the friendships she was making. She liked whatever was happening with Alba, even if she didn’t totally understand it. She liked the way she got to just be herself—asexual and all—without anyone making her feel like she was a hindrance because of it.
In truth, Neve hadn’t even known Charlie had ever tried to hit on her. When Alba had told her about that part of their conversation, Neve hadn’t been able to figure out when she’d supposedly turned Charlie down. If she’d known what was happening, she would have said no anyway, but, as it stood, she’d done it without realizing it. The whole situation had brought her back to Olive’s words—she couldn’t control anyone else’s actions or reactions to their own emotions. It was already impossible to do if you knew what the emotions were, if you didn’t have a clue, what chance did you have?
The whole thing had actually been helpful. She’d been blaming herself so much, but now she knew. Charlie had her own narrative around their past, their relationship, and what she thought she was doing. No part of that narrative included who Neve actually was. She didn’t need to leave herself in a story like that.
She focused on the letter again. Maybe she would read it, but later. At some point when she had more distance from the situation, when she felt ready to read whatever was in it without feeling the slightest bit of guilt over not being the version of herself that Charlie had invented. It seemed to Neve that she had a few more pressing things in her life that she wanted to figure out before she was ready for that.
Without sitting up, she launched the envelope in the direction of her weekend bag. “I’ll read it when I’m ready, whenever that is.”
“Sounds good,” Alba said, squeezing her a little tighter.
Neve had discussed at length with Olive whether or not right now was even the time for her to be having feelings for someone, and, when Olive had pointed out that feelings tended to work on their own schedule, she’d debated whether now was the time to bring them up. But, if not now, when? There was never going to be a tidy little moment when everything made sense and the universe told her now was the time to have a conversation with Alba about what was going on between them. Life was happening, so were feelings, apparently, and that wasn’t going to change.
Though, maybe she’d wait just a little bit longer, so they could talk about it in the car on the way to Alba’s family beach house. Having something else to watch would at least save her some embarrassment.
“Shall we go?” she asked, patting Alba’s thigh like it was the most normal thing in the world.
Touching someone in a fairly intimate place and it being okay, it being thrilling and wonderful and not too much was everything to Neve.
Alba smiled and clambered up off the bed. “Yeah, if you’re ready for my family?”
Neve laughed as Alba helped her up and she collided with Alba’s chest. “Ready as I’ll ever be. You did say they don’t bite, right?”
“Eh. Most of them don’t, but we’ll keep you away from the ones that do.”
They gathered the last of their things and headed towards the door, Neve jumping when the buzzer rang right as she reached it.
Alba hit the intercom button. “What’s up?”
“Uh, hi. I’m here to see Zainab? Did I get the wrong apartment?” asked an unfamiliar voice.
Alba broke into a massive, accusatory grin. “Nah. You got the right place. Come on up.”
Neve eyed her questioningly, but Alba just raised her eyebrows and called, “Zainab, you have a visitor,” in a sing-song voice.
Neve stifled a laugh as she heard Zainab curse in the other room, suddenly catching on to what was happening.
Zainab joined them at the door right before someone knocked and Alba yanked the door open with impressive force and flourish.
Neve leaned around it to see possibly the loudest, gayest button-up shirt she’d ever seen. Without a doubt, she knew this had to be Kai. Zainab had been coy talking about them over the last few days, but it was clear their date had gone well. And now, they were here.
“Ah,” they said, grinning widely, “I didn’t realize we were having company.”
“Hey, we live here,” Alba said, including Neve in a way that made Neve’s body feel as though it were made of static electricity.
Zainab sighed. “Yes, they’re also late and slower moving than I was expecting.
Neve winced. “Sorry, my fault.”
“Oh, don’t apologize,” Alba said gleefully. “This way, we get to meet Kai. And what a pleasure it is.”
“Don’t you two have somewhere to be?” Zainab asked pointedly.
“Hm. Probably, but we wouldn’t want to be rude.”
“It would be far ruder for you to stay. And far more likely to result in your death.”
Alba laughed, but Neve put a hand on her back. “We should be going. Kai, nice to meet you. Zainab, have fun.”
Zainab groaned. “You’re just as bad as Alba. How are there multiple of you?”
“Watch it,” Alba warned, mostly jokingly.
“I will happily watch you two drive away. Thank you very much.”
Alba laughed but did lead Neve out of the door, taking her hand like she’d been doing it forever.
Neve’s heart skipped a beat. She wasn’t sure how much Zainab had talked about her and Alba, but, if very little, Kai’s current understanding of the situation must have been that Alba and Neve were a couple and that they lived together. An impression Alba had cemented by taking her hand. She’d never realized how much she needed someone to be proud to be with her, to just let people think they were together without worrying about it. It wasn’t like she’d always been a dirty little secret, but, coming off whatever her situation had been with Roxanne, she couldn’t deny how wonderful it felt.
She wasn’t ignorant to the fact that it mattered that it was Alba, too. There was a unique thrill about people thinking it was Alba she was with, that she, somehow, got to be the luckiest person in the world, the one who Alba chose to love.
Neve had never understood the concept of swooning before, but she got it now.
They made it to the car before Alba let go of her hand, neither of them acknowledging it as they stood close together in the lift, giggling and speculating about Zainab’s attempts to have Kai over at the first possible opportunity, no matter how stubborn she was still being about what was going on between them.
Neve could feel the nervous fluttering in her stomach. She had to have the conversation. If it went badly, she’d be devastated, and the timing couldn’t have been worse, but she couldn’t not have it. For possibly the first time in her life, she knew who she was and she knew what she wanted. She owed it to herself, and to all the mistakes her past self had made, to at least have the conversation. Even if it went badly.
She threw her bag into the trunk, the letter from Charlie now tucked inside it but feeling like a distant memory. Once upon a time, she’d have desperately needed an explanation, an apology, an attempt at understanding. Now, it just didn’t feel all that important. She’d want to know at some point, but it wasn’t the desperate beacon calling to her. Fascinating what a little space and support could do for you.
They’d barely been on the road ten minutes before the conversation erupted from inside of her. It was as though Neve had been carrying it with her through every relationship she’d ever had, through every day of her life, and, now that she’d finally found someone she wanted to ask, felt safe enough to ask, it was just bursting out of her.
“So, I’ve been talking to Olive about asexuality,” she said, realizing as the words came out where her mind had chosen to start.
“Oh, yeah?” Alba asked, shooting her a quick grin.
Neve couldn’t decide whether the sunglasses she was wearing were helpful or not. On the plus side, Alba wasn’t looking unfiltered at her, but, on the negative side, if they looked directly at each other, all Neve could see was her own, slightly distorted reflection.
She nodded. “Yeah. You know, with everything, I’ve been struggling with it.”
Alba frowned, watching the road. “How do you mean?”
“Well, when multiple people break up with you for the same reason, it really starts to get into your head that you’re the problem, that you’ll never find love, you know?”
“Should I pull over?”
Neve laughed. “No, no. This is good. I promise I’m good. I’m just explaining how I’ve been feeling.”
Alba nodded. “I don’t know that it helps, but I don’t think you were the problem in any of those situations.”
“I appreciate it. I just think, with, you know, having those same words thrown in my face, and then with Charlie pulling something similar, I was just feeling really broken.”
Alba reached a hand over to Neve’s knee, the other keeping a grip on the steering wheel. “It was shitty of them both.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
“No maybe about it. You deserved better.”
Neve leaned her head against the seat, giving Alba a fond look, grateful that Alba couldn’t look directly at her for more than a quick glimpse. “That was kind of what the conversation was about.”
“Oh, yeah? What did Olive have to say?”
“Oh, um.” Neve laughed awkwardly. “Just a lot of stuff about how we can’t control other people and we shouldn’t assume we know what they do and do not want. I mean, if we really think about it, that’s a pretty relevant theme recently. I shouldn’t have been doing it either.”
Alba furrowed her eyebrows. “What have you been assuming people want?”
“Um. Someone not like me. Someone who isn’t ace. Sex, I guess.”
“That’s not the same thing as what Charlie was doing to you.”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“Definitely not. It’s understandable that, after being hurt repeatedly, and for the same reason, you’d start to think that was all there was.”
“Yeah, but still, it is unfair. Olive told me, and Robin told me too, actually, that there are plenty of people who would, you know, willingly…” She cleared her throat. This was harder than she’d been expecting. “Well, you know.”
Alba laughed. “I’m excited to finally meet Robin. She sounds smart.”
Neve smiled at the side of her head. “I think you’ll like her.” She hesitated. “But, so, you agree?”
Alba looked at her as she stopped at a light, a split second longer than before, not long enough to be dangerous. “Do I agree with Robin that allo people can willingly forgo certain types of sex to be with someone who doesn’t want it? I’m assuming Robin is allo?”
“Yeah, she is. And, uh, yeah. That is the question. I guess.”
Alba smiled slightly at Neve’s awkwardness as the light changed and she started driving again. “Yes. I agree.”
“Do you?” Neve’s chest was pounding. She’d wanted that answer so badly. She knew it wasn’t that simple, people had acted like it would be fine before, but she’d never had the conversation with them quite like this. Nor had they had the buildup she and Alba seemed to have been having.
Alba’s hands clenched the steering wheel a little tighter than usual. “Yes, of course. I mean, if you, you know, love someone, there’s more to it than just that.”
“Right. But it’s okay if that’s an important part.”
“I think it’s more important that both partners are safe and comfortable.”
“Yeah, no, I know that. I’m not saying—I just meant, it’s okay for people to not be in a relationship if the level of sex doesn’t match what they need.”
Alba thought for a moment. “Yeah, that is fair. But I don’t think someone being allo means they can’t be with, say, someone who is asexual.”
Neve’s insides twisted at her tone. “Do you not?”
“No. What did Robin have to say about it?”
“Oh.” Neve giggled and shifted. “Um, that if her girlfriend never wanted to do it again, she wouldn’t care. That she’d miss the rest of their relationship far more than she’d miss the sex.”
“Right.” Alba shrugged. “That’s not going to work for everyone, sure. I know plenty of people who’ve broken up because of sexual incompatibility, that’s totally fine, but it doesn’t mean… It’s not like…” She sighed heavily. “Look, I’m sorry, I don’t want to make this awkward, but I think I get what we’re getting at, so… I’m going to pull over.”
Neve’s heart sped in her chest, her head feeling as though she’d been spinning around. The feeling didn’t let up as Alba drove, waiting for a place to pull over. Finally, there was an unpaved parking lot that marked the start of a walking trail.
She pulled in, killed the engine, took off her sunglasses, thought better about the heat and turned the car back on, and turned to Neve.
“Sorry,” Neve said quietly, a lump thick in her throat.
“Don’t be.” Alba took a deep breath. “Look, I like sex. It can be enjoyable. I would say most of my… relationships—loose use of the word—have been based on sexual attraction. But I don’t need it to be a two-person activity. I don’t want my relationships to be only based on that. I am perfectly happy taking care of myself if the rest of the relationship is giving me everything I’m looking for.”
“Don’t you think you’d miss it, though? It would be something you’d be giving up. Forever,” Neve asked quietly, nervously.
“No.” Alba’s voice was clear, certain. “How do you feel about masturbation? Like, talking about it.”
Neve blushed but held her ground. “Totally fine.”
“Great.” Alba grinned. “I own plenty of toys that do an absolutely wonderful job getting me off. I am perfectly satisfied.”
Neve’s face felt burning hot, but she appreciated the honesty. “I’m glad to know that.”
Alba laughed. “What I’m saying is that I am perfectly capable of meeting my own sexual needs, I don’t need someo—” She sighed and took Neve’s hands. “I don’t need you to do that for me.”
“But, what if, down the line… I’ve had this kind of conversation before. People think it’s going to be okay, and it’s not their fault, but it just doesn’t…”
“I’ve given it a lot of thought.”
“Have you?” Neve stared at her in disbelief.
She breathed a laugh. “Haven’t you?”
“Well, yes. But I’m the one who’s—”
“Don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
“Don’t whatever the disparaging end of that sentence was.”
“Sorry.”
Alba shook her head. “You don’t have to be sorry, but you don’t have to disparage yourself either. You’re not missing anything. I’m not missing anything.”
“Not yet, maybe.”
“Not ever.” She held Neve’s hands tighter. “I know that’s going to be almost impossible to believe, but, let’s be honest, you and I have been kind of doing this thing for a minute now. Everyone I know thinks we’re already together. I
want to be already together. Half of the time it feels like we already are, and those are the best moments of my life. I don’t care that you don’t want to have sex—well, I care, but in the way that I want you to feel safe and secure and to be able to trust that I’m not going to try forcing you into it, that I’m not thinking you owe it to me, that I’m not waiting around for you to change your mind. I’ve had plenty of people look at me like they want to sleep with me. I’ve had people look at me like they want to date me. But I’ve never had anyone look at me the way you do. Or, maybe they have, but it hasn’t felt the same. I didn’t want them to look at me the way you do. I didn’t feel the same.”
“What if that goes away though, and all you’re left with is me and no sex?”
“As long as I am left with you, I don’t care about anything else. I can’t even begin to explain to you how being with you feels. It’s like I spent my entire life waiting for something, thinking it was going to be the best thing ever, only to discover that I couldn’t even imagine the best thing ever because I hadn’t met you. You are exquisite, Neve. The way you laugh, the way you speak, the way your mind works, the way you touch me, the way you look at me, the way you’re my best friend… All of you is so much more than I ever had the capacity to even imagine. I love that you’re asexual. It’s a part of you and it’s beautiful. It’s opened up all of these other ways of connecting and loving and understanding someone, and all of that is enough. It’s more than enough. It’s more than I ever thought I’d be lucky enough to have. The idea of being with you, all of you, doesn’t feel like giving up anything at all. It feels like everything.”
“But, what if, like, we’re kissing and it’s too much?” Neve felt like she was floating from Alba’s words. Even in previous conversations about whether people could imagine a relationship without sex, they’d all agreed to try, but none of them had just loved that part of her. It had been a concession they tried, never a part they wanted to embrace. Nobody had ever described it as beautiful before. But, still, the incessant press at the sides of her brain from all of the times someone had pushed her in those moments, had blamed her, refused to go away.
Alba smiled softly, reaching one hand up to caress Neve’s face. “How much is too much?”
“What if you can’t hold yourself back? What if you need it?”
Alba’s smile fell from her face. “Neve, I want you to listen to me very carefully. Honestly, yes, I am sexually attracted to you. I am attracted to you in every way it’s possible for me to be attracted to someone. Being with you and around you is going to turn me on sometimes. However, I am in control of my actions. I can get off thinking about you. I can step out of the room if that makes you more comfortable. I can do whatever you need. I cannot force you to do anything you aren’t comfortable with. Not because I think that’s your responsibility or that you want it or whatever, but because I would not want to. Every bone in my body is repulsed by the idea. It doesn’t matter how badly turned on I am, I know who I am, I know who you are, and I know the bounds of our relationship. Anyone who has pushed those boundaries, anyone who has made you feel like it’s your fault, is the problem. Anyone can say no at any time. It is everyone’s personal responsibility to control themselves in the face of that.”
Tears streamed down Neve’s face. Nobody had ever loved her like that. Sure, people could stop themselves, and allo people often did, but, in Neve’s experience, the situation was still her fault, she’d still felt their blame, their anger, their disappointment, and their expectations. She’d never had someone so clearly understand that the boundary wasn’t ever going away, that she couldn’t take it down. But here was Alba, telling her she understood it.
She finally wondered whether she might have chosen to date some shitty partners. Everything felt like she’d been waiting forever for Alba, but maybe there had been a path to Alba that wasn’t littered with such terrible partners. Alba, Robin, Olive… all of them were telling her better was out there, Neve had just missed it. But she wasn’t missing it now.
She scrubbed at one side of her face as Alba carefully wiped the other side with her thumb. She didn’t know how to speak, didn’t know what to say. She didn’t think she’d ever known love before Alba, not really, not now that she was letting it in and Alba was saying all of these things.
“Are you sure?” she finally managed to whimper.
Alba smiled, holding Neve’s face with both hands like she was the most precious thing in the world. “I’m sure.”
“It’s okay if you later change your mind and you need sex and need to break up.”
Alba nodded. “I appreciate that, but I really don’t see that being a thing. I just want you, Davenport. You, for the rest of time.”
Neve laughed. “That’s the first time you’ve used my last name like that.”
“Yeah, but it made you laugh, so it worked.” She smiled. “Seriously, Neve, just you and me and everything we’ve already been becoming lately for the rest of time.”
Neve nodded. “You’re really sure?”
“I am. You know, if you’ll have me?”
“Yes, please.” She bit her lip. “And, um, you know, you don’t have to leave the room to take care of yourself.”
“I don’t want to do anything that makes you the least bit uncomfortable.”
Neve shook her head. “I’m not uncomfortable about you being turned on or needing to get off. I just—”
“Don’t want to be involved.”
“Not more than potentially being in the room. But you don’t have to stay if it makes you feel weird.”
“Noted.”
Neve watched her for a minute before she smiled. “It’s okay if that turns you on too.”
Alba grinned. “Am I that transparent?”
“Maybe I just know you.”
Alba’s smile became softer and she leaned towards Neve. “I’m glad you do.”
“Me too.”
Her eyes darted from Neve’s eyes to her lips. “Say, how do you feel about kissing?”
Neve felt herself blushing again. “Um. Big fan.”
“I thought as much.”
Neve made a very undignified noise. “What? How?”
Alba grinned. “Because, sometimes, you stare at my lips like you want to devour me.”
Neve groaned. “Oh, that’s embarrassing.”
“I think it’s fantastic.”
“I’m sure you do.”
“Hey, I just basically told you I get off thinking about you, you think I haven’t been desperately thinking about kissing you too?”
Neve paused, looking back up at Alba. She had noticed the signs, but part of her hadn’t really been letting her acknowledge how much she wanted to know that, how much she wanted it to be real. To just have Alba admitting it out loud felt like the most wonderful gift in the world.
She wasn’t really sure why she was surprised. They’d frequently been so close together they’d almost kissed. She knew she’d seen Alba looking at her lips. She’d just been so worried, that it felt easier to pretend it couldn’t truly be real. But here they were.
“Wow,” she whispered, and Alba smiled blissfully at her.
“Neve?”
“Yes?”
“Can I kiss you?”
“Yes, please.”
Without waiting for Alba to come to her, Neve leaned forward, closing the tiny gap between them.
Alba’s lips were soft and warm. Even with the warm weather, they felt ridiculously hot.
She moved her lips against Neve’s, one hand moving up into her hair as she deepened the kiss. It was the best kiss Neve had ever experienced. Soft and gentle and yielding, full of promises and love, and even lust—Neve could feel all of the ways Alba wanted her, but none of it felt wrong, none of it felt uncomfortable. She trusted Alba. She trusted the promises Alba had just made. There was nothing to be afraid of in feeling all the ways Alba wanted her because Neve wanted most of them too, and the one she didn’t wasn’t going to hurt her. Alba wasn’t going to hurt her.
And there it was, that spark that had been crushed inside of her glowing again, that idea that maybe she did love being asexual. If she hadn’t been, she wouldn’t have been so acutely aware of all the different ways she could want a person, or all the different ways a person could want her. She wouldn’t have had that conversation with Alba. She wouldn’t have been on the journey that brought her here. And there was definitely something so beautiful about kissing Alba and feeling every one of the ways they wanted each other.
Neve heard herself hum contentedly into the kiss and her body locked down automatically. Part of her might be getting used to its new reality but her body and her brain were still struggling to keep up. The bad memories, the fears, they would only go away with time.
Alba pulled back immediately, yanking her hands away from Neve. “Are you okay?” she asked softly, no hint of anger or annoyance.
Neve nodded, tears welling in her eyes again. “Yeah, sorry.” She guided Alba’s hands back to her. “Just… bad memories.”
“Of what?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It matters to me,” Alba said, seriously, her warm hands caressing Neve’s face again. “I want to know what it is so I can help.”
Neve gulped. “It was just… I made a noise.”
“It was a great noise,” Alba said immediately, right before she understood what Neve was getting at. “Oh. Jesus. People suck sometimes.”
“It’s not—”
“It is their fault.” She leaned in closer again, watching carefully for any sign that Neve was uncomfortable. “You can make noises. Whatever noises you want. I promise you’re safe.”
Neve felt so happy that she could cry. She also felt so overwhelmed that she could. She’d spent so long believing this wasn’t possible for herself.
She pressed another kiss to Alba’s lips, reveling in the taste and the pressure of them, of the way Alba touched her, of how clear all of her emotions were in the way she kissed. There was nothing to worry about when Alba was being so open and wonderful with her. She finally was safe.
She breathed a laugh, breaking the kiss, but pressing their foreheads together, their noses brushing. “Sorry about the detour.”
“Best detour ever,” Alba whispered with a giggle.
“Do you suppose we should be getting back on the road?”
Alba pulled away with a groan. “I suppose. We do have a party to get to, after all.”
“Indeed.”
She turned back to the steering wheel before she paused, her hand hovering over the gearstick. “Wait! Does that mean I actually get to introduce you as my girlfriend?”
Neve blushed furiously. “If you want.”
“Is it what you want?”
Neve nodded shyly.
Alba smiled, pecked another quick kiss to her lips, and put the car in drive. “Best news ever. I mean, everyone would have assumed we were together anyway, but now I get to be insufferably proud by announcing it.”
Neve buried her face in her hands. “I really hope they like me.”
“They’re going to love you.” She glanced over, took Neve’s hand, and brought it to her lips to kiss. “What’s not to love?” 



CHAPTER 22
 
 
 
Alba beamed as her mom pulled Neve into a hug. Neve looked tiny next to her five-foot-ten mother. If she hadn’t looked so delighted to be meeting Neve, the scene might have been mildly terrifying.
She stifled a laugh thinking about how much her mom would hate that thought. She wasn’t that tall after all, and definitely not much taller than Alba, but it was funnier that way.
“It’s so nice to meet you, honey,” her mom said, squeezing Neve tightly. “Alba’s been talking about you non-stop in her text messages.”
A few hours ago, Alba might have tried to deny that—or maybe she wouldn’t have. Now, though, she had absolutely no interest in denying it.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Elena,” Neve said, blushing a little. She was so cute Alba could barely stand it.
Alba’s mom scoffed. “Please, with the way my daughter’s looking at you, the pleasure is all mine. Do you know, she’s never brought a woman home before. I was starting to worry she was never going to find the one, but, the minute she started talking about you, I had a feeling she’d found something special.”
Neve shot Alba an unimaginably soft look that turned Alba’s insides molten. She’d usually be inclined to stop her mom revealing too much but, in this case, she found she didn’t really mind. All she wanted was for Neve to know just how much she meant to her, and, if that meant letting her mom talk about every embarrassing thing Alba had ever done, so be it.
Scott, Alba’s stepdad, sidled up beside her. “So, is this the Mrs, kiddo?”
Alba laughed. “Not yet.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Not yet, huh? It’s serious, then?”
Alba smiled, feeling herself blushing slightly. “Yeah. Pretty new still, I guess, but I think this is the one that sticks.”
He clapped a hand to her shoulder. “I’m happy for you, kiddo. Exactly the way I felt when I met your mom.”
“Yeah. I always used to think you were lying.”
He laughed his familiar, deep laugh. “But, it turns out, when you know, you know.”
“Turns out you do,” Alba agreed with a wry smile.
“Don’t worry. It’s not an I told you so thing. You can’t know until you do, and then you win at life.”
Alba looked from him to Neve, who was still chatting with her mom. Scott wasn’t wrong about that. Alba felt like she’d won every competition she’d ever been in—and all the ones she hadn’t even entered—now that she got to be with Neve. After the way they’d been acting lately, almost together but not quite, she’d had no idea how she’d have gone from that back to nothing if Neve had fallen for someone else.
She found she wasn’t even upset that Zainab had been right a million times over. Alba would buy Zainab whatever the hell she wanted as a victory prize for the rest of time because it was nothing compared to being with Neve.
The only thing Zainab had been wrong about was it ending poorly, and Alba would happily give her all the wins in exchange for that one not being true.
Scott laughed and nudged her. “You’ve got it bad, kiddo.”
“Yeah,” Alba agreed readily. “I really have.”
“And already introducing her to the whole family. You think she’s ready for them all?”
“Is anyone ever?”
He laughed. “Fair point.”
“I’m not going to leave her to fend for herself. That’s what matters.”
Scott wrapped his arm around her. “Proud of you, kiddo.”
Alba beamed up at him, feeling simultaneously like she’d finally achieved the best part of adulthood and like she was twelve years old all over again. “So, do you want to meet her?”
“Do you even have to ask? Can’t have Elena stealing all the fun, can we?”
“Not at all. I want my girlfriend back.”
He shot her an amused look. “Being in love suits you.”
Alba blushed and led him over to Neve and her mom, not hesitating for a moment to wrap her arm around Neve’s waist.
And it went like that for much of the rest of the day.
Given their slight holdups, they only had about an hour alone with her parents and siblings before everyone else started arriving. However, despite the already overwhelming day, Neve handled the influx of new people well. Even those who Alba didn’t have much regular contact with and who were almost insultingly surprised that Alba had a girlfriend. Neve might have handled them even better than Alba did. For the most part, though, everyone was delighted for them and, before long, the barbeque was going in the backyard that opened directly onto the beach, and Neve had slotted in like she was always supposed to be there.
Alba perched herself on a wall around a flower bed and pulled Neve to stand between her legs. Neve’s arm rested on Alba’s shoulder as she played with Alba’s hair. Alba sighed contentedly. This really was everything she’d ever been waiting for.
Her mind flickered to Zainab and whether she and Kai were still enjoying their time together. She was excited for both of them to be blissfully happy at the same time. Happiness was always better shared, after all.
“Alba,” called an excitable voice from back towards the house.
Alba twisted, keeping hold of Neve, but knew who she’d find before her eyes landed on bright red sunglasses and newly dyed, turquoise hair. “Handel, good to see you,” Alba called back.
Neve curiously followed her gaze. She’d heard all about Handel from Alba—and from Zainab, who had a slightly less flattering take on the girl who, upon their first meeting, became so obsessed with Zainab that she wouldn’t leave her alone, even to go to the bathroom, and kept up a constant stream of conversation, even through a closed door.
Handel jumped the final foot between them, landing directly in front of Alba and Neve, beaming. “Alba, hey. How are you? Have you been here long? I have to introduce you to my boyfriend. It’s pretty new. I think I told you, but you’re going to love him. I know you are. His name is Peter. Wait, is this your girlfriend? You didn’t tell me you had a girlfriend! She’s pretty. Exactly your type, obviously. But an actual girlfriend. That you’ve brought here to meet everyone! That’s so fun. Did you bring Zainab, too? I haven’t seen her in ages. I just got my hair dyed. I’m sure she’ll love the color. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen her in a similar shade before.”
Neve blinked, looking from Handel to Alba as she tried to digest the sudden influx of information.
Alba laughed and hugged her closer. “Neve, this is my cousin Hanna. Also known as Handel’s Water Music.” She beamed, looking up at Neve proudly. “Handel, this is my girlfriend Neve.”
“Oh, you’re Neve! It’s really nice to meet you.” Handel shook Neve’s hand a little too vigorously for someone not trying to break another person’s hand. “You’re really pretty. Did you know that? Have you met Zainab yet? She’s really pretty too. Like, she could easily be a model. Don’t you think so? I think my boyfriend could be a model, too, but don’t tell him I said that. He gets shy about it.”
Alba cleared her throat, cutting off the train of comments. “And is he here with you, Handel?”
“Oh.” She froze, eyes wide over the top of her sunglasses, like a comic book character, before she started looking frantically around. “Where is he? Peter? Peter, where are you?”
The crowd parted and a tall, thin, incredibly nervous-looking guy walked towards them. Even amongst Alba’s tall family, he was slightly hunched, trying to blend in.
Alba smiled. Sometimes, couples surprised you.
“There you are,” Handel said delightedly, wrapping herself around his arm when he reached them. “This is my cousin Alba, and this is her girlfriend Neve. I’m pretty sure she’s been obsessed with Neve for a minute now, but the last time I asked, she said they were just friends, but today she tells me they’re girlfriends, can you believe that? I can’t believe I wasn’t the first person she called when that happened.”
Neve giggled slightly, pressing a soft kiss to the top of Alba’s head, and Alba didn’t care if it was too much in public, she pulled Neve even closer into her, kissing for a long moment.
“It’s really nice to meet you,” Peter said when Alba and Neve looked back at him. He looked a little embarrassed. Alba could only imagine Handel’s more outgoing personality led to a lot of situations like that.
Scott hadn’t needed to worry about Neve being ready for this family, but Alba was suddenly worried about whether Peter was.
“How come you only just got here?” Alba asked once the pleasantries had passed. She knew they had, otherwise she’d have heard from Handel much sooner.
Handel waved a hand in her direction. “Oh, we came with the Longs and it was a whole thing. Too many people, not enough car space. We had to divide ourselves up into more cars in the end.”
“Sounds painful,” Neve muttered, getting a laugh from Alba.
“No, it was completely painless in the end. Well, assuming you’re not counting emotional or mental pain,” Peter said.
Neve smiled and nodded politely, clearly feeling a little awkward about making a joke he hadn’t understood.
Alba looked around the crowd for any sign of the Longs. “I hadn’t actually realized it was more than the family this weekend.”
“Oh, yeah, when your parents picked the weekend, the Longs checked the area and found a nice place to stay,” Handel said. “And, you know, with us living so close, it just made sense to come together, but then there were boyfriends for days and not enough initial cars, and—”
Handel kept speaking but all of Alba’s attention was stolen by the way Neve had frozen in her arms. She looked up and immediately didn’t like the ashen color of Neve’s face.
She twisted Neve to face her. “Hey, you okay?”
Neve stared at her with wide eyes. At first, there was no sign that she’d understood the question, but, eventually, she shook her head.
Alba nodded seriously. “Hey, Handel, give us a minute. We’ll be right back.”
She grabbed Neve’s hand and quickly led her out onto the beach and further down the strip of houses, away from the view of anyone at her parents’ place.
Neve took a shaky breath.
“What’s going on?” Alba asked, holding her close.
“My ex is here,” she said, her voice tiny.
“What?”
“My ex. The one from the mall. Is here. At your party.”
“That cannot be possible.” Alba’s mind was spinning, attempting to make sense of what that would mean.
“Are you… But you don’t look anything alike.” Neve stared into the middle distance. “Genetics can be like that though.”
Alba cast her mind back. She thought through every conversation they’d ever had about Neve’s shitty ex. Surely Neve had mentioned her name at some point?
But she couldn’t place it.
“Neve?” she asked gently. “What’s your ex’s name?”
Neve’s nostrils flared. “Roxanne.”
“I don’t have a—but the Longs do.”
Neve blinked and looked up at her. “What?”
“Handel just said the Longs are here. They’re close friends of my family. And there’s a granddaughter named Roxanne, about our age.” Alba shook her head. “I had no idea it was her. I swear.”
“You know her.”
Alba winced. “Yeah. We’ve met a bunch of times. You know, things like this. She and Handel get along pretty well—Handel gets along with everyone, though. Or, well, talks to everyone.”
“Oh.”
Alba’s insides twisted. “Neve, I saw her, at the mall, the day she… After I’d taken you home, I went back to meet Handel. She’d run into Roxanne. I mean, it didn’t once occur to me that it might be her. The Longs… they’re gay.”
Neve stared at her, and Alba could see all of the lies crashing down on her. What was it about this girl that attracted all the liars and manipulators? She might not have mentioned Roxanne’s name, but she had mentioned her ex being too afraid to come out to her homophobic family. But the Longs weren’t homophobic. Even outside of the cute, old lesbian couple Alba’s parents were friends with, the rest of the family were delightful. They’d welcomed Alba’s coming out with open arms. They’d been instrumental in her figuring out she was a lesbian. She’d gone to marches and parades with them. Roxanne’s parents were always so sweet to her. Alba had seen Roxanne’s mom carrying an ‘I love my gay moms’ tote almost every time she’d seen her. Roxanne had nothing to be afraid of. Yet she’d spent months cosplaying someone who genuinely had to fear for her family ever finding out she was queer? Months keeping Neve hidden, why?
Neve dropped down to sit in the sand, staring out over the sparkling blue ocean as she processed. Alba could only imagine she was asking herself the exact same questions Alba was, only worse because she’d lived it. And she’d lived the breakup, Charlie, everything else that sucked lately.
Alba sat down beside her, going readily into her arms when Neve reached out to her.
It took a while, but, eventually, something switched in Neve’s expression, something hard and resolute, and she looked back at Alba. “It was never my fault.”
“Of course it wasn’t,” Alba agreed instinctively. She paused. “Uh, none of it was, but what specifically are we talking about?”
She leaned her head against Alba’s shoulder. “I spent nine months feeling like I wasn’t good enough, like I was something shameful. Not because I thought Roxanne’s family was homophobic—I’m not worried about homophobes thinking there’s something wrong with me. That’s all their problem. But because she wouldn’t tell the people who clearly weren’t homophobic about me. You know? She has friends who seem queer. It didn’t seem to be about the fact that I was a woman, so it had to be about who I was as a person. Then, with what she said when we broke up… I thought it was because I was ace, like she hadn’t wanted to admit she was with someone like me, you know? But it wasn’t at all, was it? She’s lucky enough to have a loving, supportive, accepting family—and extended community—around her, and she still wanted to hide me away like I didn’t matter. Like I was something dirty. She had no idea what she had, what a privilege she had. It was all her problem.”
Alba felt tears burning in her eyes. She wasn’t a massive happy crier, but something about seeing the pieces click together in Neve’s mind, in seeing her realize her worth, even after everything she’d been through, hit deeper than she could have ever imagined before Neve.
She reached one hand up to cup Neve’s cheek. “You are not the problem. Not in any of this.”
Neve took a shaky breath, looking like she finally knew, deep down, that that might be true, even if her heart was still struggling to fully accept it.
“You have never been the problem,” Alba reiterated.
She laughed, the noise a little wet and thick. “I don’t know whether I’d say that.”
“I would.” Alba pulled her closer and kissed her cheek.
“I appreciate that. But everyone is the problem sometimes. That’s just life.”
“Ugh. I mean, maybe. But, in terms of being who you are, in whether or not the people hurting you are something you deserved? You have never been the problem.”
Neve watched her, tears swimming in her eyes. “Thank you.”
“For what?” Alba was astounded by the level of gratitude in Neve’s voice. She didn’t think she’d done anything worthy of it.
“For seeing me for who I am and not wanting to change that. For wanting to be with me despite—”
“There is no despite. I want to be with all of you, always.”
“I know,” she said, laughing and crying at the same time. “And I didn’t know that was possible before. So… thank you.”
Alba laughed and cried with her, pulling her into a deep, loving kiss. She’d never wanted anyone so much, nor had she ever been so willing to ride into battle for someone, but all she wanted to do was rid the world of every bad thing that had ever hurt Neve or ever made her doubt her worth.
She pulled back seriously. “Do you want me to tell Roxanne to leave?”
“You really would, wouldn’t you?”
“Of course.”
“But you’ve known her longer than you’ve known me. Your family and her family…”
Charlie’s weird logic again. Alba couldn’t believe the number she’d pulled on Neve. “My family loves you. I love you. It doesn’t matter how long I’ve known someone, if who they really are is exposed to me, I’m not going to put up with behavior that hurts the person I love just because we have some history.”
Neve stared at her. “You love me?”
Alba laughed, a little shy. “Was that not obvious?”
“You love me,” she repeated, looking a little starstruck.
“Yes, Neve. I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Alba looked at her, a giant grin spreading across her face. “Do you?”
Neve giggled cheekily. “Was that not obvious?”
Alba laughed and tackled her into the sand, hovering over her and kissing her, whispering I love you against her lips over and over again. It was the best feeling in the world hearing it against her own lips in return. 



CHAPTER 23
 
 
 
There was something so freeing to Neve about realizing she had never really been the problem. Well, maybe she had, in that her sexuality was not compatible with Roxanne’s—and her revelation didn’t really change anything about her previous relationships—but it wasn’t that Neve was wrong and everyone else was perfectly right. Just like everyone else in the world, Neve had her problems and Roxanne had hers. Neve wasn’t sure what they were, exactly, but they had her hiding who she was, lying about her life and her family, and blaming someone who never stood a chance against that by throwing something that hurt them in their face.
Neve wasn’t even that angry with her. She’d already known she was long over the relationship. She’d already accepted it wasn’t right and was never going to work. Now, all she really hoped was that Roxanne would figure herself out and refrain from purposefully hurting anyone else in the future.
Even the fact that they’d ended up at the same party, somehow ended up in worlds that were destined to collide again, didn’t matter. All that mattered was Alba. And, when Neve really thought about it, there was a little bit of truth in the fact that, without Roxanne, Neve might never have met Alba, and she couldn’t imagine that life. She didn’t want to.
Maybe fate had been at work bringing her and Alba together after all.
Life lately had been filled with plenty of difficult things, but, as she walked back up the beach, her arm wrapped around Alba’s waist, Neve had never been happier. That was all that really mattered. The difficult times were going to happen and you couldn’t postpone the good until they passed. You just had to find the person who loved and understood you in all of the moments and work together to build the best life you could.
She paused as they reached the boundary where the beach petered out into the garden.
Alba held Neve’s face in her hands. “Are you sure about this?”
“About you? Absolutely certain.”
Alba melted a little, a blush coloring her cheeks. It brought out the green of her eyes so beautifully. “Not what I meant, but good to know.”
“I’m glad.” Neve pushed herself up onto her tiptoes—the gesture taking some extra effort in the sand—and pressed a kiss to Alba’s lips. Even after how many times she’d already kissed them today, they were still perfect.
Alba met her and deepened the kiss, moaning slightly. She pulled back with a grimace. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s okay,” Neve assured her with a smile. “I know you’re not going to… So it’s okay.”
“I’m glad,” Alba said, leaning back in.
Neve met her happily. It was true. She felt perfectly safe kissing Alba. It didn’t matter how clear it was that Alba was into it, it didn’t matter if part of her enthusiasm was sexual, because Neve trusted her. She’d always felt nervous kissing people, especially when they got too into it, but not with Alba. She simply felt safe, loved, and respected.
Alba laughed softly and pulled back. “I actually meant, are you sure about going back in with Roxanne there?”
Neve took a bracing breath as she nodded. “Yeah. I’m ready. That’s long over. I’m not interested in her. It is what it is and I have no interest in hiding.”
Alba beamed. “I’m proud of you.”
Neve laughed, laced their fingers together, and pulled Alba back into the garden. “I’m proud of you too.”
“Well, you should be. I am pretty awesome.”
“You are.”
“You’re a little insufferable is what you are,” Handel said, appearing at their side almost immediately.
“Hey,” Alba protested, pulling Neve in front of her and wrapping her arms around Neve’s waist. “What have I ever done to you?”
“Well, when we were five—”
“I wasn’t actually looking for a list,” Alba said, interrupting.
“Then why ask?”
“It was rhetorical.”
“Alba,” a warm voice said, interrupting the sparring that felt more like siblings than cousins.
Neve twisted slightly in Alba’s arms to look at the newcomer. An older woman with short hair and a sleeve of tattoos approached them. Neve’s eyes caught on the progress pride flag by her elbow.
Without letting go of Neve, Alba reached out one arm to hug the women, effectively squashing Neve into the hug with them.
“Nonnie,” Alba said happily. “Long time no see. How’ve you been?”
Nonnie stepped back and beamed at Neve. “Long time, indeed. Have you finally gotten yourself a girlfriend?”
Alba laughed. “Direct as ever, Non.”
“I’m just happy for you.” She turned to Neve. “Nonnie Long. I’ve known this one since she was in diapers.”
Alba’s arms wrapped tighter around Neve as she stiffened slightly, but, after a moment, it felt like nothing. Nonnie was lovely. She was part of Alba’s past. The picture that had, in essence, been painted of her wasn’t based on anything real. And, if Neve only thought of her as someone from Alba’s past, it didn’t matter what lies she’d been told.
She chatted happily, getting to know Nonnie, and her wife, who was clearly the sourdough chef of the couple—she brought Neve and Alba a whole plate of bread samples with various flavored butters—and Neve struggled to figure out why Roxanne had ever lied about them. But, it wasn’t until they stepped away, leaving a clearing through the gathered crowd, that Neve actually caught Roxanne’s eye.
Neve hadn’t been looking for her, but she hadn’t been actively avoiding her either. She had wondered what the moment might be like—awkward, uncomfortable, mildly terrifying perhaps—but it didn’t feel like any of that. It felt like Neve didn’t care. Roxanne felt like someone from a different lifetime, one Neve had no interest revisiting.
Roxanne, however, looked like she’d seen a ghost.
Watching her expression, Neve half expected her to bolt from the party and never return, so, when she started walking over, Neve was a little surprised.
“What are you doing here?” Roxanne asked, her voice rigid and low.
“Celebrating the holiday weekend,” Neve replied instinctively. When it registered fully, she almost laughed at how much it seemed Alba was starting to rub off on her.
Roxanne glared. “Why here?”
“Because it’s my girlfriend’s parents’ place?”
“It’s what?”
Alba, who had clearly been listening in, even if Roxanne hadn’t noticed her, stepped closer to Neve, wrapping an arm around her. “Lovely to see you, Roxanne,” she said in a voice that suggested it really wasn’t that lovely at all.
Roxanne’s eyes bounced between the two. “You… You’re… You… You two…”
“Yes,” Neve said.
“Bit quick, don’t you think?”
Neve looked up at Alba. “Not really.”
There were a million things Neve could have said about getting to be in a relationship with someone who actually liked her, someone who wasn’t ashamed of a single part of her, but she didn’t need to. She finally knew what it was like, knew that it was possible for her, and it didn’t matter what anyone else thought, least of all Roxanne.
Alba looked pointedly over Roxanne’s shoulder. “Aren’t you here with some guy you don’t mind introducing to your family?”
Neve followed her gaze wondering where Alba had gotten that info from. As Roxanne stared at her in shock, Alba whispered, “Handel,” in Neve’s ear.
Of course. Handel seemed to know everything. Maybe that was the real reason Zainab should be wary of her—the woman knew everything about everyone and wasn’t above a good gossip.
“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Roxanne said eventually.
“I think it is if you’re bringing us up like that,” Neve pointed out, enjoying the proud way Alba beamed at her.
“It’s different.”
“How?”
“Well, I—” She cleared her throat. “I was the one who…”
“Dumped me?”
Roxanne looked around frantically. “Can you shut up?”
Neve looked at her. She hadn’t said it loud enough for anyone to hear, nor would she. She sighed. “Whatever your problem is, Roxanne, you need to figure that out on your own. I’m not looking to out you, not looking to judge you, but you shouldn’t have messed with my feelings and my life by lying to me. Your family—”
“You don’t know anything about my family.”
“I do,” Alba snapped.
Roxanne looked at her, scowling. “What I do on my own time is none of their business.”
“Agreed. But when you’re lying to your partner about them, or putting your partner down and using your family as some sort of shield to play victim behind, it matters, Roxanne.”
“I did no such thing.”
“You did,” Neve said. “It’s over now, but your actions had consequences. You can keep who you are a secret. You can do whatever you want, but don’t act like you’re the victim when the prejudices you’re carrying are your own and you’re using them to hurt others.”
“I didn’t—”
“Hey, babe.” The guy Alba had pointed out appeared at Roxanne’s side. “Who are your friends?”
Before Roxanne could speak, Alba reached out a hand to greet him. “Alba. This is my parents’ place. Roxanne and I go way back. And this is Neve, my girlfriend.”
He smiled widely. “Nice to meet you both. I’m Nate, Roxanne’s boyfriend.”
“So good to meet you. You make a cute couple.”
He laughed sincerely. “Yeah, you know, pretty new, really. Well, officially at least, but it’s going well.”
Neve shared a look with Alba. Nate was nice, he deserved good things. Neve wondered whether Roxanne had any capacity to give him those.
“Oh, yeah?” Alba enquired.
“Yeah.” He wrapped his arm around Roxanne’s shoulders. “We’ve been seeing each other since Christmas, but just made it exclusive last month.”
Neve sighed. She wasn’t perfect, she knew that, but she really hadn’t been the problem. She and Roxanne had supposedly been exclusive long before that.
Alba pressed a kiss to the top of Neve’s head. “Nate, why don’t you and I get our ladies some drinks? You can tell me all about it while we do.”
They left, and Neve watched Roxanne, who was suddenly bright red. Neve wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Roxanne blush before.
Roxanne didn’t speak, apparently lost for words.
Neve wasn’t. “I deserved better, Roxanne.”
“It’s not what you think,” she replied, a little frantic.
Neve breathed a laugh. “How could any part of that not be what I’m thinking?”
“I didn’t mean for it to happen. It just did.”
“Right…”
“You don’t know. You’ve got no idea what it’s like when you need things your partner won’t give you.”
Neve sighed. “I needed honesty, Roxanne. I needed loyalty. You weren’t giving me either of those.”
“It’s not like you weren’t happy with what we had.”
“Actually, I wasn’t happy,” Neve said, feeling the release of finally getting to tell her that.
“Yes, you were.”
“No. I wasn’t. I was trying to be, but I was with someone who was making me feel terrible about who I am. I’ve learned it’s not possible to be truly happy when that’s happening to you.”
“It’s not like I was bullying you.”
Neve sighed again. She was bored of this. She was bored of being treated like she was a kid everyone had to keep things from, like they got to make decisions and tell her how she was allowed to feel about them.
She stepped back. “Roxanne, I’m not going to out you to your family. I’m not going to do anything to you. I don’t care what’s going on with you. You hurt me. You don’t get to pretend it didn’t happen and have me go along with it anymore, but it’s on you to do better moving forward. I’m happy, finally. And Nate seems like a nice guy who likes you. Do better with him.”
Roxanne’s mouth opened and closed like a fish, but Neve genuinely couldn’t muster up the energy to care what she had left to say. Since their breakup, Neve had been on her own journey and was happy with where it had led her. Roxanne hadn’t grown at all, even if she needed to. That was her problem, not something Neve was willing to subject herself to anymore.
“Bye, Roxanne,” she said. Maybe it wasn’t forever, maybe they’d still run into each other at events like this; though she got the feeling Roxanne might not be too eager to. Neve didn’t mind either way.
She found Alba and Nate by the back door discussing the weather with a few other members of Alba’s family. She looked up with them, gray clouds were definitely rolling in fast.
“We should bring stuff inside,” Scott called out.
There was a flurry of movement and not a moment too soon. A deep rumble of thunder echoed around them and the skies opened.
Neve laughed, standing in the pouring rain. It was almost ironic symbolism.
Alba darted towards her, laughing too. “You okay there, Davenport?”
Neve looked up at her, smiling widely. “I’m really good.”
“Good.” She took one of Neve’s hands and her waist. “Now, dance with me.”
“In the rain?” Neve laughed.
“In the pouring rain,” Alba called as a bolt of lightning lit up the sky around them, followed several moments later by another rumble of thunder.
They turned and danced on the rapidly soaking ground, rain penetrating their clothing, and all Neve could do was smile and laugh and take in every one of the sensations flooding through her.
“Alba! Neve!” Alba’s mom called from just inside the house. “You’re getting soaked out there.”
“Ah, leave them to it,” Scott called after her. “They’re happy.”
Neve leaned in closer to Alba, their dance becoming something slower, softer, just like it had at Zainab’s birthday party. She was happy. She didn’t think she’d ever been so happy in her life. If, for the rest of time, every minute looked like stormy days and rain-soaked clothes, she knew she’d still be happy because she was in it all with Alba. The past was being washed away and it didn’t matter what was to come because, with Alba, she was safe, in love, and happy. 
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Neve laughed as she attempted to get up from on top of Alba only to be pulled back down again into another kiss.
“Not yet,” Alba murmured against her mouth as she wrapped a leg around Neve.
“We’re going to be late,” she whispered back, making no effort to pull away again.
“What, like they’re not going to wait for us?”
“They might not. What if we miss the gift exchange and you end up not getting anything?”
Alba scoffed. “I’d be more disappointed if they cost me my first time giving out couple gifts.”
Neve hummed contentedly. When their friend group had decided to do a holiday gift exchange, the last thing Neve had been expecting was how excited Alba would be to give people a gift from both of them. Inside, she’d been every bit as excited, but Alba had never been one to do that. Neve had been a little overwhelmed to realize that not only were things in life different for her now that she was with Alba, but they were for Alba too. When Alba was with the right person, it turned out she was the queen of giving out gifts as a couple. She’d even gone so far as to watch gift-wrapping tutorials online and gotten Neve into them too.
Now, they had a pile of some of the best-looking gifts Neve had ever seen in her life waiting by the door as they were supposedly getting ready.
Alba’s phone started buzzing from the bedside table. She groaned, reaching a hand back, over her head, to grab and answer it. She didn’t even look at the display before saying, “Zainab.”
“Are you two still at Neve’s apartment?” Zainab’s voice called down the phone.
“Mm. Yes, we’re still at our second home.”
Neve giggled as Zainab started chastising Alba for their impending lateness. She loved the tiny apartment she’d moved into after moving out of Charlie and Alice’s place, Alba loved it too, but it was one of two homes they seemed to share. Alba still lived with Zainab, and she and Neve split their time so evenly between the two places that they basically lived together between them both. Zainab liked to feign frustration with them when she wanted them for something but they were at the ‘wrong’ apartment.
In this particular case, though, her frustration was merited.
Neve clambered off of Alba and the bed, taking Alba’s free hand and pulling her up too.
Alba shook her head. “We’re heading out the door right now. We’re not even going to be late.”
“It takes seventeen minutes to get from Neve’s place to the bar. You’re definitely going to be late.”
“We’ve still got twenty minutes… Seventeen is less than twenty, you know?”
“Yes, thank you. I did actually pass elementary school math.”
Alba laughed as they both grabbed their coats. “So, what’s the problem?”
“The problem is I know you and there’s no way you’re out the door yet. Then it will take you ten minutes to get to the car because you’ll keep stopping to kiss your girlfriend, and then you’ll be late.”
Alba smirked. “You’re only this bothered today because it’s Kai’s first big friend event as your partner. Calm down. I’m not going to ruin it for you. Even if I am a few minutes late because I’m kissing my girlfriend, that’s just clear messaging that the two of you can stop to make out any time you like.”
“Alba.”
“Zainab.”
“You’re insufferable.”
“I know.”
“Get here now.”
Alba laughed and slipped her phone into her pocket, making it clear Zainab had hung up on her. She pulled Neve in for a quick kiss. “She says we have to get there now.”
“I heard.” Neve reached up to brush a hair out of Alba’s face. “Right now, though? Do you think we should teleport, then?”
“Nah, she can wait.” Alba kissed her again before releasing her and they set about gathering up their gifts and heading to the car.
The weather outside was freezing cold, a biting wind blowing through. It wasn’t snowing, but Neve wouldn’t be surprised if it started while they were out. When she was younger, snow had been her favorite kind of weather. These days, she found she was partial to a thunderstorm. Though, in the middle of December, she found she didn’t mind an impending snowstorm, especially not if it meant days spent snuggling up inside with Alba. And, if they stayed at Alba’s place, they’d get to laugh and chat and play board games with Zainab and Kai, too.
Life looked a lot different this year than it had last December. Neve was really enjoying it. She finally felt like she fit into the world. Thanks to Alba, she had the friend group she’d always wanted, at work she’d gotten more open, taken Alba to numerous work events, and even stuck up a little asexual pin Robin had gotten her by her desk. But, best of all, she had Alba. Even in the moments where she felt insecure or inadequate, Alba was there by her side. Maybe Neve still wasn’t what most people considered normal, but she no longer felt as bothered by it. She’d found her place and her person. She loved more than she’d ever known possible, and she got to spend every day building the exact life she’d told Olive she wanted, all with Alba.
Life felt miraculous.
“Do you want to drive or shall I?” Alba asked as they approached Neve’s car.
“You can,” Neve replied, shooting her a sweet smile. She still hadn’t gotten over the pleasure of having Alba drive her car. It was an odd thing to be sentimental about, but it felt intimate and wonderful to her, and, after everything, she was holding tight to every tiny, precious, invigorating piece of intimacy she got to experience with Alba.
They climbed into the car and Alba whipped an envelope out from the passenger seat before Neve could sit on it. “What’s this?”
Neve looked at it. She’d forgotten about it, honestly, even though she’d only gotten it yesterday. “Oh. It was sent to work.”
“Christmas card?”
“Mm. Check the return address.”
Alba flipped it over, stared at it for a minute, and looked back at Neve. “Charlie sent you a Christmas card to work?”
“Seems like it.”
“Well, I suppose that’s the benefit of her not knowing either of your addresses, but so much for leaving you alone.”
Neve shrugged. She was honestly relieved it had only been a birthday card and a Christmas card since she’d made it clear she wanted space from Charlie and Alice. “It’s whatever. I just thought I shouldn’t dispose of it at work in case someone else opened and read it. I don’t know what it says, but you can never be too careful.”
“Indeed.” She tossed the envelope onto the back seat and started the car. She’d made it more than clear how she felt about Charlie and Alice—Charlie especially—but she’d also made it clear that she’d support whatever decisions Neve made about them moving forward. The whole thing had made it a million times easier for Neve to actually make her own decision and officially cut off contact with the two.
Neve turned the radio on, flipping to a channel playing Christmas songs. They were celebrating multiple holidays with their group, but the two of them were particularly excited to be spending their first Christmas together and had become somewhat insufferable as they got into the festive spirit together. Neither of them cared what anyone else thought, though. They were happy and enjoying it together, and that was all that mattered.
Alba drove them to the bar, one that had become deeply familiar to Neve since she’d started hanging out with Alba’s friends. It was where most gatherings and events were celebrated, but it still lit a fire in Neve’s heart when she thought about the first night she’d spent with Alba there. Zainab’s birthday, the two of them holding hands, dancing together, racing to Tariq’s car, their almost kiss.
Every time she kissed Alba in that bar, that same jolt of nervous excitement fizzed through her body, making her feel every bit as alive as she had staring into Alba’s eyes on a crowded dance floor that seemed to cease existing around her.
It had become one of her favorite places in the world. Not least because it was often filled with some of her favorite people.
They made it to the bar—three minutes late, which wasn’t too bad, considering—and found their friends. Zainab and Kai were already there, as were Robin and her girlfriend, Kristen, but the others hadn’t made it yet. Neve suppressed a smile as she caught the pointed look Alba shot Zainab and the eye roll it elicited in response.
Kai eyed the pile of gifts. “Of course these two waltz in here looking like they’re entering the gift-wrapping world championships.”
“Is that a thing?” Robin asked as the others laughed.
“No need to be jealous,” Alba said smugly. “We’re both just incredibly talented.”
“Are you sure you should be taking that as a compliment?” Zainab asked with a smirk.
“Definitely.”
Zainab shot her a look and Neve’s heart felt full as Francisco and Tariq joined them, adding their gifts to the growing pile. Nobody had needed to announce that they were officially together to Alba in the end, but they still liked to tease her about how long it took her to figure it out. Neve was on Alba’s side, though—she’d been too busy to notice because she’d been preoccupied with falling in love herself.
“Hey, you’re all getting hand-carved stuff from us, so it’s clearly just a night of skilled gifting,” Robin said, Kristen nodding along.
Neve bounced slightly, excitedly, as Alba reached out to lace their fingers together. The bedside tables in their new apartment had been gifted to them by Robin and Kristen already. They were ridiculously talented and made beautiful pieces. If they were handing out more tonight, Neve couldn’t wait to see what they’d come up with.
The rest of the group started filtering in and someone offered to get drinks from the bar.
Neve snuggled close to Alba as Alba leaned in to whisper, “Come with me.”
She nodded, readily following as Alba tugged her towards the dance floor. This early in the evening, it wasn’t being used as a dance floor, but Neve still knew exactly which spot they were standing in when Alba turned and pulled Neve into her arms.
She smiled softly. “I asked the owner for a favor.”
Neve looked at her inquisitively. “What kind of favor?”
“Something to mark my favorite spot in the whole place.” She looked up.
Neve followed her gaze, craning her neck back to look.
Tied to the rafters, right above the spot where they’d danced together all those months ago, was a sprig of mistletoe.
Alba looked back at her, blushing slightly. “Seemed like the right place for it.”
Neve’s teeth bit into her bottom lip. Her heart felt full enough to explode.
She was excited about whatever gifts were about to be exchanged, but she knew no physical gift was going to beat the gift she’d already been given this year.
One of Alba’s hands moved to brush against Neve’s face before her fingers weaved their way into Neve’s hair. “I already got all of my Christmas wishes to come true this year, but maybe I can still wish for a kiss?”
Neve blushed, giggling happily. She nodded. “As many as you like.”
Alba leaned in slowly, not caring who saw them. She held Neve’s gaze until she was too close, the tips of their noses brushing together, their lips grazing teasingly as they whispered, “I love you.”  And, when Neve wasn’t sure she could take the suspense any longer, Alba kissed her like she was the only thing in the world that mattered and Neve kissed her back in the exact same way. 
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