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One
Ten years ago
 
Stalking your ex on social media was not the best use of a Saturday night. It was, however, where Hailey Davis found herself. Again.
Were they even really exes?
As if that made it better.
She groaned, turned up the music playing in her living room, snapped her laptop shut, and sank further into her sofa. She pulled her current journal towards herself. It was one in a long line of journals, tonight just one more entry in a long line of entries. Every one of them for Alexandria.
You really need to get out of my head, Alexandria. Or maybe it’s not about my head. Maybe it’s my heart you need to get out of. It’s pretty rude to just move in uninvited and refuse to leave. Forever. It’s been seven years. I’m supposed to be over you by now. But nooo. Here we are, seven years later, and I’m stuck spending my Saturday nights scouring the internet for any new information on you. It’s very annoying. Also, if you could post a little more information about your life, I’d actually really appreciate that.
We’re halfway between 15 and 35, do you know that? I’m not married yet. Neither are you. As far as I can tell. I wonder if you’ll still not be married by the time we hit thirty-five. You know what happens then, right? We have a contract. You can’t go back on a contract, Alexandria. Do you know what happened to the last guy who tried to break a contract with me, Alexandria? I poured a vat of beans on him. Cold, baked beans. All over his fancy little suit.
Well, okay, I didn’t. But I wanted to. Homer, one of my employees, stopped me. It was very annoying, actually. But, in my mind, I poured the cold beans all over him. Don’t think I won’t do the same thing to you.
Ha. I’m ridiculous.
Do you even still have your copy of the contract? I bet you threw it out years ago. Just me and my ridiculous love for you, holding onto it, hoping that keeping it means one day you’ll come back. Maybe you will. Maybe you do still have it. Maybe you’ll come back around with a spouse and I’ll run into you in the street when I just happen to be carrying a vat of cold beans and I’ll throw it over you and them. And you’ll have to explain why I did that. And why you’re leaving them. Because you have a contract.
And because you never stopped loving me. Just as I never stopped loving you.
We’d be safe now, you know? I don’t talk to my parents anymore. Matt’s barely in the picture either. He’s not as much of a homophobe as our parents, we just lost touch. And any amount of homophobe is too much if you ask me. But the world’s changed a bit. We wouldn’t be the only gay kids at school anymore. We’d go to queer stores and restaurants and gatherings. We’d have our little found family of weird queers we love more than anything except each other. We’d be okay, I think.
Or, you can continue to stay away. Break the contract. And I’ll throw beans on you.
I won’t really. I know why you’re gone. It was both of our doing. But, Alexandria, do you ever regret a choice more than anything else in your life? Do you ever regret this choice?
I do.
◆◆◆
 
Twenty-four years ago
Hailey Davis was going to rule secondary school. She stepped forward in line along the pale green wall, ignoring the butterflies in her stomach, and forcing her confident, winning smile onto her face. It didn’t matter that she was nervous. Everyone was nervous today. The nerves weren’t going to stop her from being herself—the very best version of herself, just as her mum had told her this morning—or from making friends.
The first day of secondary school was always going to be nerve-racking, she’d realised that long ago. Now that it was here, it was exciting, sure, but it was even more bizarre than she’d been expecting.
For her whole life so far—and with her dad long gone for work in the mornings—Hailey’s mum had gotten her up in the morning, helped her get ready for school, given her breakfast, and walked her to school with her younger brother, Matthew. Today, her mother had gotten her up, given her breakfast, held back a little as Hailey got herself ready for school, taken pictures of her while holding back tears, and then left. She’d checked that Hailey had her key to the house, and just left. Taken Matthew and gone. Leaving Hailey alone. All alone. In a house that seemed suddenly massive and empty, even with the morning radio still playing. There was seldom silence in Hailey’s house but this felt oddly close to it. Unnerving.
Hailey had stood in the kitchen panicking for all of one minute before she’d pulled herself together. She’d wanted this, she’d been waiting for this. And it wasn’t like she had any other choice.
It was, oddly, a longer walk to her brother’s school than it was to her new school. The primary school was ten minutes away. Sheridan Secondary School was about seven. Five if you walked briskly, as her mum put it.
She supposed neither was especially far. That was the advantage of the area they lived in. Everyone on the street knew you and everything was pretty close by.
Of course, the drawback was that everyone on the street knew you.
Not at secondary school, though.
They were one town in a larger city. She knew everyone in her street and several people in the surrounding streets, but go further afield and she knew fewer and fewer people. Sheridan was going to draw people from a much larger catchment area than her primary school. Some of the pupils would even have to take a bus, or face a considerable walk to school.
There were going to be people she knew, of course. Her primary school was a feeder school for two local secondary schools, so, statistically speaking, about fifty percent of her year group was also going to be there, but it was a small primary school and there were going to be so many new people, so many new friends, and only two of her main friends from primary school—Jess and Liam.
She wasn’t romantic about it. She knew, deep down, no matter how many times they’d said they were going to meet at the school gates every single morning of secondary school, they were going to grow apart. The three of them would make new friends, new enemies, and live entirely different lives now they had a bigger playing ground. It was just what happened in life. People grew apart. Her mum told her that all the time—don’t hang onto people and ruin your life by refusing to grow.
Hailey wasn’t actually certain whether that was advice her mum generally chose to follow or not. Given the cracks she witnessed increasingly frequently in her parents’ marriage, she was tempted to think not. Although, marriage was a little bit different than friends from primary school. Or so her mum said.
The walk was short and she arrived in plenty of time. Jess was already waiting at the gates for her when she arrived, looking genuinely terrified of the much larger grounds and the adult-sized year elevens walking past her. The relief on her face when she saw Hailey was echoed in Hailey’s chest—though she’d never admit that out loud—and Hailey knew then that they would be each other's friends until everything around them stopped feeling like panic.
Together, they’d waited for Liam to show up, and the three of them had headed across the asphalt playground towards the main hall where they would be welcomed.
That hadn’t been too bad either. Everyone else in the queue around them had looked as terrified as they did. Hailey had wondered whether the second day—when all year groups were back—would be worse or better.
She filed that away to ask her mum about when she got home.
Jess and Liam had chatted quietly with her, she’d forced on her smile, attempted to look confident and friendly, and shuffled forwards as the line allowed.
And then they’d been split up.
A pair of teachers stood at the door to the hall, greeting the new pupils, asking their names, and sending them off to the correct area of the hall. Seats had been set up in form groups, and your form group was going to be yours for the next five years. Better get a good one, Hailey thought to herself as the young, blonde teacher next to her looked for her name.
“Ah, yes, Hailey Davis,” she smiled down at Hailey. “7T with Miss Torbin. Right over there.”
Hailey followed the direction of her finger and couldn’t help but notice neither Jess nor Liam had been sent that way.
She nodded. “Thanks, Miss.”
Luckily, most of the kids in her form hadn’t seemed to know anyone else there either. Mostly, they just sat silently, looking at the planner and documents they had been given to avoid speaking to each other and waiting for someone to tell them what to do with themselves and their lives.
They’d been introduced to the school and the staff in the room, they’d been given their timetables and assured people would be around to help direct them for the first few days. The headteacher had also implied that, should they continue getting a little lost later in the week, the older pupils would be more than happy to help direct them. Hailey had frowned very slightly at that. She might be new here, but even she knew it would depend massively on the type of older pupil you asked for help. There were some, she was certain, who wouldn’t care enough to give helpful directions to a lost year seven. It wasn’t malicious, they just didn’t care. There were others who would get a kick out of sending you in the wrong direction. That wasn’t a judgement either, it was just part of being around teenagers who were stuck in school all day.
But it was nice the headmaster thought the best of everyone.
Luckily, finding the maths building had not been difficult. Though, Hailey was sure that having Maths on a Monday morning would become difficult soon enough. She supposed at least it wasn’t first period. That was reserved for history, which she liked, but they hadn’t made it to today because of the extended welcome assembly.
In all honesty, she didn’t mind maths either, it was just a class she had to pay more attention in. And who had the energy for that on a Monday morning?
She stepped forward again, now at the front of the line, and waited for the teacher to ensure the person in front of her made it to their seat. The teacher didn’t look too bad—a little serious and like she wouldn’t take any nonsense, but that was fine. Perhaps everyone looked like that here. This wasn’t primary school anymore and teachers weren’t going to be as fluffy and welcoming as they had been back there.
“Hello, I’m Mrs. Rhone,” the teacher said, looking down at Hailey. “And who might we have here?”
“Hailey Davis, Miss,” she replied, forcing her voice to be confident and assured. No matter what she didn’t know, she was confident in who she was.
Mrs. Rhone smiled. It wasn’t as warm as the smile Miss Torbin had given her when she’d handed Hailey her timetable, but it was the kind of smile that was assessing, appraising, and Hailey could get on board with that too. She knew she had to impress Mrs. Rhone, and she would, but she’d still be herself as she did it. “You’re in the back corner, far left, next to Alexandria. You may talk to your shoulder partner while everyone is getting situated, but please keep the volume to a reasonable level.”
“Yes, Miss,” Hailey replied, her eyes locked on her seat and her very stiff-looking shoulder partner.
Hailey knew the back row was a coveted position, chosen—in a situation with no seating plan—by those who were cool and liked to chat. She knew the purpose of a seating plan was to throw off friendship groups and avoid clusters like that. She did not know how Mrs. Rhone had managed to put the most serious, conscientious pupil in the whole class in the back corner before she’d even met them. It was an odd sort of miracle for a teacher.
Alexandria stiffened further when Hailey stopped at the seat next to her, jumping like the chair had been scrapped along a metal floor, rather than being dragged over carpet. It wasn’t the softest carpet in the world—it was that navy blue, industrial stuff that would give you one hell of a carpet burn—but it wasn’t metal.
“Hello,” Hailey said warmly. “I’m Hailey Davis. Nice to meet you.” Alexandria might be nervous around new people, but this was Hailey’s time to shine.
Alexandria looked up at her. She had big, wide hazel eyes, and a slightly too-fast breathing pattern. She was terrified. “Hello.”
Hailey’s smile transformed into something more smirk-like. She was delighted Alexandria was talking to her, but she had not expected such a formal tone from someone who was eleven years old. Perhaps she should have. It did fit with her initial assessment of Alexandria, but the scared little expression she’d gotten in response to saying hello had her expecting something softer, more unsure.
“I’m Alexandria Daley,” she continued in that overly formal tone. Hailey wondered whether that was always how she spoke.
It could be. Everything about her was pressed and perfect. Her uniform crisp and new. Hailey supposed most of their uniforms were—unless they’d had them passed down from older siblings—but something about Alexandria’s made it look like it had been starched to within an inch of its life. Her long hair was pulled back in a neat braid that fell perfectly down the middle of her back and was nothing like the haphazard ponytail Hailey was sporting.
It was only as she dropped into her seat—her pencil case and new planner pulled out of her bag and placed at the front of her desk as their head teacher had instructed they do in every class—that she fully registered what Alexandria’s name was. She looked around the room, hoping to spot someone she knew. Sure enough, there was Liam—last name Yannis—sitting on the other side of the room, awkwardly looking at his shoulder partner and then away again.
The other side of the room. The other side of the alphabet.
They were sitting in alphabetical order by last name.
She coughed a surprised laugh which caused Alexandria to look at her questioningly.
She shook her head. “We’re sitting in alphabetical order.”
Alexandria raised her eyebrows. “Well. Yes.”
Hailey forced herself not to roll her eyes. She absolutely was going to make friends with Alexandria, but the girl didn’t seem to want to make it easy.
“You know what that means?” she asked, grinning at Alexandria.
She scowled. “That we’re not here to learn our ABCs?”
Hailey laughed. She might be moody, but she was funny. They would be great friends. Eventually. “Not that. Well, also that, I suppose, but if you think maths class in secondary school is for learning the alphabet, I don’t know how to help you.”
Alexandria scowled harder and moved to protest.
“It means,” Hailey said, cutting her off and pulling out her timetable, “that, if we’ve got other classes together and the teachers decide to sit us in alphabetical order, we’ll probably be sitting together a lot.”
Alexandria’s bottom lip disappeared into her mouth as she thought. “Well, possibly, but there are a lot of variables that would go into such a possibility.”
Ah, maths nerd, Hailey thought, grinning to herself. “Sure. But it’s not an impossibility. So, what classes do you have?”
Alexandria winced slightly before sighing and carefully removing her own timetable from her planner. She was going to carefully transcribe it into the timetable spot in her planner tonight, Hailey could only imagine. Probably with colour-coded pens.
Hailey was just going to stick hers in with glitter glue.
They assessed their schedules and noticed they had several classes together. Alexandria didn’t seem especially thrilled by the prospect; though, as far as Hailey could tell, she wasn’t thrilled about much. Hailey, however, was delighted and found herself hoping her teachers would sit them next to each other again.
Sure, Alexandria seemed a little posh and stubborn, but Hailey was sure that was just nerves. Their area wasn’t really fancy enough for her to be actually posh and annoying. She was just serious and it was the first day of a new school. She seemed smart and at least somewhat willing to chat and, because Hailey was the consummate optimist, she was convinced it was the beginning of a brilliant friendship.
And she’d grinned like it was when she’d walked into her Geography and Art classes later in the day and found herself right beside Alexandria Daley again. By the time they got to the last class of the day—Science—she’d even begun to love the exaggerated eye roll Alexandria gave her as she walked towards their shared desk.
Day one of secondary school and she’d already made a hilarious new friend. Hailey was a master of this senior school thing. 



Two
Present day
 
Hailey stepped back from where she was chopping spring onions, washed her hands, and checked they had all of their toppings and mash ready to go for the day. The vats of sauces were warming away, the mashes were rich and creamy, and the toppings were prepared, either waiting in the back or lined up along the counter for when customers came in.
When she’d first opened Mash-N-Go—a mashed potato restaurant where you could build your own bowl by adding toppings, sauces, sides, and choose different types of mash—she hadn’t really been expecting it to take off. She’d hoped, and she was a massive fan of mashed potatoes, so she had a feeling it had potential, but she couldn’t have foreseen just how popular it would become. It had started mostly as a joke, after all. But, four years in, they’d moved to a prime town centre spot. They had regulars and enough traffic that she couldn’t remember most of the customers in a day. But, perhaps most surprising, had been when her customers had started asking about a breakfast menu. After trialling a few breakfast items around lunch, they’d moved to opening for breakfast a year ago, and it was still going strong. Apparently, the people of Newell couldn’t get enough of mashed potatoes loaded with eggs, bacon, sausages, cheese, fried tomatoes, and baked beans.
None of it was especially surprising—of course people loved those things on mash. Mash went with everything. But even she hadn’t envisioned just how much people would want it for breakfast. And the all-day breakfast bowls were some of their biggest sellers no matter the time of day.
Happy that they were ready for the morning rush, she moved to check the coffee machines where Esme was setting up.
Esme—a small white woman with a pixie cut—was a character. Hailey had a habit of taking to and employing people who were quirky, but Esme was impulsive beyond belief and acted as though she’d had seventeen cups of coffee regardless of whether she’d had seventeen or none.
Hailey loved it.
“Good morning, Esme,” Hailey said with a smile. “How’s it going?”
“Great,” she replied, still paying attention to the coffee. “I’m getting married.”
Hailey blinked. Impulsive. “To the coffee?”
“No,” she squealed with a laugh. “To Dan.”
“Didn’t you two just meet?”
“We sure did. It’s been three-and-a-half wonderful months.”
Hailey suppressed her smile poorly. “And so you’re tying the knot?”
“We are.” She looked serenely happy about it, and who was Hailey to rain on her parade?
“Well, congratulations! When’s the big day?”
Esme looked up at her. “In thirty-two days.”
Hailey barked a laugh, paused, realised Esme was deadly serious, and put on a more sincere expression. “You don’t hang around, do you?”
Esme wafted a hand in her direction. “You know I don’t like the whole waiting around, planning nonsense. We’re happy, we want to get married, so we’re doing it.”
“Kind of surprised you’re not just doing it tonight, honestly.”
She tilted her head before leading the way over to the tills. “I mean, if it were just up to us, we probably would have. Well, maybe we’d have waited a couple of weeks. We do want a big party with all of our friends and family, after all. But we wouldn’t have waited nearly so long. But we have to follow the rules for marriage licences and such.”
Hailey wondered whether she should point out that thirty-two days was basically no time at all in the wedding planning world. She was fairly certain most people would be impossibly stressed if you told them they had to get ready for their wedding—from zero to go-time—in only thirty-two days. But that wasn’t Esme. And, apparently, it wasn’t her fiancé either.
“And I was wondering, actually,” Esme went on as Hailey went to unlock the doors. “Well, we both were, really, about whether you’d be willing to do the catering?”
Hailey joined her back behind the counter, more amused than anything. “You want mashed potato catering at your wedding?”
“We absolutely do.” She was nothing but resolute. “We both love mash, I trust you, we want something pretty casual, fun, and that people can move around with, but that’s also filling and delicious… This place just seemed perfect for it.”
Mash-N-Go had done workplace lunches, food festivals, and even birthday parties in-store, but they’d never catered a wedding. At least not as far as she was aware. Given the wedding industry markups, she wouldn’t be surprised if someone had come in for a large order, claiming it was for an office, and then taken it to a small wedding, but she couldn’t care less. So long as people were enjoying the food, she didn’t care what the event was.
Hailey watched Esme as she greeted the first two customers of the day. She didn’t mind doing a wedding, especially not Esme’s wedding, and she was honestly curious to see what Esme came up with for a wedding, in thirty-two days.
She grabbed hold of a bowl to prepare for the customers when they knew what they wanted and grinned at Esme. “Sure. I’ll do it. You’ve got your wedding catering.”
“Really?”
“Absolutely.”
“I’ll even pay extra because it’s a big event.”
Hailey rolled her eyes. “Absolutely not. You get a discount because you’re an employee and my friend.”
“Dan’s going to be so excited,” she said, clasping her hands together and twirling on the spot. “I didn’t even tell him I was going to ask you today.”
“Did you… tell him you were going to ask at all?”
She laughed as if that weren’t an especially relevant question. “Of course. I told you, we both love mash and want Mash-N-Go at our wedding. But you have to promise you won’t be working the whole time, you know? You’re a guest too.”
“The Loaded Vegan Breakfast Bowl, please,” one of the guys in the shop said, stepping up to the counter. “And a cup of tea.”
“You got it,” Hailey and Esme both said at the same time, eliciting a smile from the customer before they both started moving with practised ease. Hailey immediately scooped the plain vegan mash into the compostable bowl she’d been holding before moving to do his toppings, while Esme rang him up and made his tea. Esme might be a little impulsive, but they were a winning team. Hailey had great taste in employees and friends.
◆◆◆
 
Alexandria paused, confused. She cleared her throat. “What do you mean you’re getting married?”
Daniel’s booming laugh echoed down the phone. “Al, you’re smart. I’m pretty sure you know what getting married is.”
She rolled her eyes, her hands still hovering over her computer keyboard where she’d been working before Daniel had interrupted her with news of his impending nuptials. “Yes, thank you. I know what getting married is but how can you be getting married? I didn’t even know you were seeing anyone. Also, that’s not my name.”
“Your name is just so long…”
“Take it up with Mum and Dad.”
“Interestingly, we are allowed to change our names or use nicknames different from the ones our parents gave us.” His voice was so lofty and cheerful and unbothered. Alexandria didn’t have time for it, nor did she understand it.
“Well, I’m telling you that’s not my name. So there.” She shook her head at having resorted to ‘so there’ like they were children again. “Now, tell me how you’re getting married and who to. Has anyone even met your future spouse?”
“Her name is Esme. She’s beautiful and fun and free—”
“As opposed to a paid spouse?”
“Hilarious,” he deadpanned, and Alexandria could just hear him rolling his eyes. “She’s great and she makes me happy. And yes, I know getting engaged after three-and-a-half months is a little fast, but it’s just so right. We’re so happy.”
Of course you are. It’s not even been four months. Anyone can be happy for that long. But marriage…?
She sagged back in her desk chair, drumming the pads of her fingers on the desk. “Is it at least going to be a long engagement?” she asked, hopefully.
He laughed in a way that was not promising. “That’s the best part. It’s in thirty-two days.”
Alexandria felt like her lungs had turned inside out. “Thirty-two days? As in, just over a month?”
“Exactly like that. So book your time off now because there’s no way you’re not being there, and I know you don’t like taking time off with short notice, but a month is not short notice.”
“It is for a wedding.” She pressed her eyes closed, her forehead scrunching up. “It’s a marriage, Daniel. How are you marrying someone you’ll only have known for four months when you commit your life to them? This is ridiculous.”
“Deep breaths, sis. Everything is going to be just fine. I’m happy. I know I’m making the right decision.”
“How can you know that? Have you even asked what she wants in life? Do you know if she’s financially stable? If she wants kids?”
He laughed. “Yes. I have asked all of the important questions. I know this is hard for you to comprehend, but some of us are just a little more relaxed than you are.”
“There’s a difference between relaxed and impetuous,” she replied.
“So, you’re coming, right?” He said, laughing off her very valid concerns. “And you’re going to be happy for me?”
She heaved a sigh. “Of course I’ll come. And yes, I’m happy for you, but I will be worried about you, too.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” Alexandria could hear the amusement in his tone. She wasn’t sure what there was to be amused about—marrying someone you’d known for less than half a year. It was recklessness to the nth degree.
“Why are you even waiting thirty-two days if you’re this eager to do it?”
“Ah, friends, foes, and fellow humans, we’ve found a law Alexandria Daley doesn’t know about.”
Her face burned, even though she knew it was ridiculous. She didn’t know every law, she didn’t need to know every law. She wasn’t a lawyer. But still, she hated being teased. “Which law?”
His voice softened, apparently hearing the distress in her frustrated tone. “Marriage licences. You have to give twenty-eight days' notice.”
She had actually known that, it just wasn’t knowledge that was at the forefront of her mind. Why would it be? Most of the people she knew weren’t running down the aisle with people they’d barely met. “Right. Well, I suppose we can thank that for slowing you down a little at least.”
“You know I hate being slowed down. You only get one life, Al. Got to live it fast and wild.”
“And married to a complete stranger,” she muttered.
She was sure he heard, but he chose to ignore it. Instead, he simply asked, “Can you come home this weekend?”
“No,” she replied automatically.
“Hey!” he protested. “You can’t complain about people not meeting my bride-to-be when you’re not even making the effort.”
“Ordinarily, people give their families more than thirty-two days to meet their future spouses.” She sighed. “That’s what you want me home for, though?”
“Yep. You, me, Mum, Dad, and Esme. Dinner on Saturday night. We can go to that themed pizza place.”
She cringed. He knew she hated that place. It was gaudy and loud and far too wannabe-American. It wasn’t even particularly accurate. They’d just seen pizza places and diners in American films and thrown it all together into some wild pizza place.
But they did make great pizza.
She sighed. “Have Mum and Dad met her yet?”
“Nope. Family introduction, all in one go. Also why you need to be there. I haven’t told them we’re engaged yet.”
Alexandria groaned. “Tell me you’re doing it before Saturday night.”
“Al,” he whined, dragging the sound out.
“Not my name.”
“Alexandria,” he tried again, equally as whiny. “You know I need you there for that. If it’s the three of us, and we’re in public, they’ll be better about it. Calmer. They won’t start screaming about the fact that it’s fast and the wedding will be relaxed, casual, we’ll be having a mashed potato bar, stuff like that.”
“A mashed potato bar?” she asked, stunned and momentarily distracted from the fact that her only brother was trying to drag her in as collateral on his engagement announcement.
He hummed. “Yes. Esme works at this really cool fast food-type place. Think sandwich shop, but with bowls of mash. You add toppings and sauces and stuff. It’s awesome. Well, I imagine it is. I haven’t actually been yet, but she swears by it, loves her boss, and mash is awesome. What’s not to love?”
She paused. “So, let me get this straight—”
“We’re not.” He laughed.
Alexandria sighed. “You want me to be there to protect you when you tell our parents that you’re getting married to someone you just met, in a month, and the catering will be a mashed potato bar?”
“Don’t act like you’re not excited. You love mash.”
She huffed. “Of course I love mash. Who doesn’t love mash? But that’s hardly the point, Daniel, and you know it.”
“Fine,” he sighed. “Yes, I know they’re going to be upset about the speed and the idea of a mash bar instead of a sit-down dinner, but this is what will make me happy and I know, even if you don’t understand it, you love me and you support me, and we both know that you being on my side will help them get to grips with it.”
She couldn’t fault his logic, no matter how much she wanted to. Daniel was the baby, most likely the favourite, but her parents were serious people, concerned with appearances, and they enjoyed using her as an example of the proper way to do things whenever they felt Daniel was getting a little too free. Alexandria hated it. She wasn’t trying to be a joy-kill, she wasn’t trying to win their approval—she’d given up on that when it became apparent it wasn’t something she’d ever win on her own merit, only something she got to counterpoint whatever they didn’t want Daniel doing. But, the fact remained, that, if she didn’t show up in support, they would use her as an example of how to live your life. If she supported Daniel, perhaps he wouldn’t be organising a wedding and wrangling their parents all at the same time for the next month.
She stared at her screen. She was ahead with her work, as always, and she could afford to take the weekend off. Well, she’d take work with her, but she could see her family and have dinner at that god-awful pizza place, support her brother, and meet his future… wife.
It was all fine.
“Sure,” she said eventually. “Saturday night. I’ll be there. But I’m staying at your place. No way I’m going back to Mum and Dad’s after you drop this bombshell on them.”
He thrilled. “You’re the best, Al.”
“And you have to call me Alexandria all night.”
“Sure thing, Al,” he laughed, sounding lighter again.
She shook her head. This was a ridiculous scheme. 



Three
Present day
 
Alexandria paused at her parents’ front door. Through TV, films, and the internet, she was aware that many people kept keys to their parents’ homes as adults, especially if they still lived in the house the kids had grown up in.
That wasn’t the case with the Daley household.
She’d kept her key for the first couple of years of uni, but, when she came home less and less, her parents had somehow managed to take the key back and she’d never seen it again. These days, she couldn’t even remember how they’d gotten it back from her. She was sure they’d asked and she’d handed it over since she still had the keychain it had been on, but it hadn’t occurred to her that it was potentially odd to not have a key until she’d been much older, by which point, the loss of the key had been a distant memory. And not one that felt consequential enough to remember.
She knocked.
It only took a few seconds before she heard movement behind the door as someone unlocked it. She was certain that if any of the neighbours were looking out of their windows, they’d think she was a salesperson rather than the inhabitants’ daughter.
The door swung open to reveal her mother—a tall woman who looked very little like Alexandria. She had inherited her mother’s height and hair colour, but that was where the similarities ended.
“Ah, Alexandria. Hi,” her mother said, pulling her into a customary hug that was quick, fleeting. They weren’t really a family of huggers. Well, Daniel was, but otherwise, their brand of affection was… the deep-seated knowledge that they were family and that was enough, she supposed.
“Hey, Mum. Nice to see you. How are you doing?”
“Good, yes. We should get you inside though, so we’re not having this conversation on the doorstep.” She set about helping Alexandria through the door with her things for the weekend. It wasn’t much, and she could have done it herself, but this was how her family operated. They weren’t huggers, but they helped you with practical things. And they commented on things they shouldn’t. “Have you put on weight, Alexandria?”
Alexandria closed her eyes and took a breath. They had this conversation every time they saw each other. It was part of the reason she didn’t come around much. She hadn’t put on weight, she was perfectly healthy, and she worked out regularly. She just happened to be a little fat. Alexandria liked how she looked. Her mother liked to comment on it. “No.”
Once they were through the door, her mum stepped back and looked at her, doubtful, but didn’t say anything.
There was a time when the comments had bothered her, back when she was an impressionable teenager, surrounded by kids who could be nothing but cruel if you didn’t look a very specific way. She’d been stuck contending with the comments from them and the ones from her mother. The only one who had told her she was perfect exactly the way she was, and that beauty looked more than one way was… Hailey Davis. Her best friend in senior school and, if truth be told, her sexual awakening.
It was impossible to be back here and not think of Hailey. They’d basically been stuck together for most of secondary school. Half of who Alexandria was as a person was built on a foundation of her and Hailey. Most of the confidence she had in herself was built on that bedrock.
She wondered whether she should have just gone straight to Daniel’s place, but she knew that wouldn’t have gone over particularly well with her parents. They were already being weird about the fact she was spending the night there rather than at home. She was sure that, once they heard Daniel’s news, they’d know why she was staying there, but they still wouldn’t like it.
She didn’t have too much time to dwell on it, though. They only had a little time before dinner and at least she had come here first, to say hello and to have a chat while watching her mum silently critique everything she was doing.
It wasn’t always bad, exactly, sometimes, she was filing away the things she liked. It was only bad when she then used them to criticise Daniel’s choices. Ironic, really, since she also used Daniel’s choices to berate Alexandria when it suited her. It was like the child they wanted was some impossible combination of the two of them and all of the other parts of them had somehow gone so far off the rails as to cause the most ridiculous consternation in their parents—Daniel lived nearby and visited often. Alexandria didn’t. But Alexandria had a respectable job in the public sector. Daniel didn’t. He was close by and a good son, visiting often, but how could he possibly have taken up as a freelance food photographer? He could have done so much more with his life.
It annoyed them immensely that he managed to make so much money from it—more than Alexandria and her “proper job” made. Alexandria and Daniel had long since stopped being bothered by the comments. They mostly found it amusing these days. Amusing, and a little sad, but it wasn’t important. They both knew who they were and what they wanted, regardless of what their parents thought.
As her mum bustled off to make tea in the little kitchen, Alexandria stepped through the doorway into the living room. She’d expected to find her dad in there, watching the TV that she’d heard chattering away, but he wasn’t there.
She sat down on the sofa. It wasn’t the same one she’d grown up with. After she and Daniel had moved out, their parents had redecorated a couple of times, to keep up with the fashion of the time according to their mother, and they now had a versatile cream couch. Every time she sat on it, Alexandria was struck by the fact that while, yes, cream was a versatile colour, it was still a cream couch. People sat on it in jeans and dark pants, they’d come in from the outdoors before sitting there, they drank tea and coffee whilst sitting there, ate biscuits covered in chocolate on it… To her mind, there were a great many things that could go wrong with such pale fabric and she wasn’t sure the versatility was worth the trade-off.
More than once, she’d wondered whether her parents put down towels to sit on when they got new jeans.
She couldn’t deny it was comfortable, though.
Wearing safe, non-colour-leaching work trousers, she settled into the corner, hugging one of the cushions to herself and staring at the TV without taking it in. As she sat there, she heard her dad moving around upstairs and assumed he must be getting ready for later. The place they were going was casual, but she hadn’t gotten her need to dress properly from nowhere. Her parents always put on the nicest clothes they could get away with.
Sure enough, a couple of minutes later, her mum arrived back with the drinks and her dad came down the stairs wearing black trousers, a shirt, and a lightweight jumper.
“Hello, Alexandria,” he said, leaning in to briefly kiss her cheek. “How was the journey home?”
“Uneventful. The train wasn’t too full for a Saturday, honestly,” she replied, accepting a cup of tea from her mum and thinking about how formal and stilted conversation was in their family. She was used to it, but every time she came back, it caught her attention all over again.
She couldn’t wait to be on their way to the restaurant. At least once they were with Daniel, she’d be able to relax a little, have a conversation about something other than the news and how her train ride was, or about one of the neighbours attempting to get planning permission to change their backyard into a driveway. That was an ongoing saga Alexandria didn’t totally understand the problem with. They needed permission to put a tiny ramp in. The street was a narrow, terraced one, and one less car parking on it could only be a good thing. But apparently, her parents disagreed. Or, at least, her dad did and her mum went along with that. It wasn’t even about the loss of biodiversity. That, she might have agreed with. The neighbours already had flagstone paving in their backyards and little-to-no plants. But, her father didn’t like it, so her parents didn’t like it. She was fairly certain they were disagreeing just to disagree, but they would never want to hear that.
After finishing her tea quickly, her mum dashed upstairs, changed into a tea-length skirt and seasonal turtleneck jumper, and was ready to leave.
As Alexandria stood and caught a view of the three of them in the mirror that hung on the chimney wall, she was aware they were all dressed too formally for The New York Pizza Parlour, but it was very them.
Besides, they were heading to a pizza place named after New York despite being in Newell and having owners who had never been to America, so it was hardly one to judge.
The place hadn’t changed and neither had Daniel, but it was still like a breath of fresh air seeing him. He jumped up from the booth he and Esme—Alexandria assumed—were sitting in and jogged over to them, set to a background of annoyingly loud music blaring from the jukebox in the corner. This place was ridiculously cliche.
He pulled her into a hug and she allowed it happily, wrapping her free hand around him and keeping her overnight bag firmly in the other. She needed that if she wasn’t going to get dragged back to her parents’ tonight.
“It’s good to see you,” she said in his ear as they hugged. He was quite a bit taller than her, even with her inheriting their mother’s height, but he bent graciously to hold her.
“You too. It’s been too long.”
“I know,” she deadpanned, pulling back to look at him. “You’ve done all sorts of things with your life that usually take years and years.”
He laughed, rolling his eyes when she looked pointedly over his shoulder towards where Esme appeared to be practically bouncing with excitement in their booth. “As I’m sure you have.”
“Well, she did get another promotion recently,” her dad stated pointedly, causing Alexandria to groan.
“Let’s not, shall we? We only just got here,” she insisted.
“We’re just saying, dear—” her mother followed up, leaning in to kiss Daniel’s cheek.
“We know what you’re just saying, Mum,” Daniel laughed. He was always so carefree and happy. Alexandria didn’t know where he got it from. “But it’s hardly the time.”
“It is never the wrong time to get a solid, stable, respectable job,” their dad muttered, following Daniel over to Esme.
“We’re in a pizza place,” Alexandria retorted. “Somehow, I don’t think him getting a job here would please you all that much.”
“Don’t be a smart arse, Alexandria,” her mother chastised, shooting her a frown, before pasting a polite smile on her face as they reached the table.
“Mum, Dad, Al,” Daniel said, grinning wider when Alexandria shot him a glare at the name, “this is Esme.”
Esme—a woman from whom the sun just seemed to bubble, even at night—stood to greet them all, grinning widely and clearly ready to go in for the hug.
Their mother cut her off with a quick and obvious thrust of her hand into the space between them and the way Esme just failed to stifle a giggle told Alexandria that Daniel had warned her things would be like this.
“It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Daley,” Esme said, returning the handshake.
Mrs. Daley.
That was what Hailey had always called Alexandria’s mother, no matter how much time she’d spent at their home—and it was a lot. Susan was always Mrs. Daley and Richard was always Mr. Daley.
Hailey went with it mostly because she thought it was amusing how formal they were. Not to mention how much she liked to talk about how she was Hailey greeting the Daleys. The memory brought a small smile to Alexandria’s face and her head filled with music that had nothing to do with the overly-loud jukebox.
Even after all this time, she’d never quite had another friend like Hailey. She wasn’t the most outgoing person and she’d never found anyone who got her or was willing to put in the effort Hailey had. Though she was certain rose-coloured glasses were playing a part.
She shook the memories off as Esme approached her. She was shorter than Alexandria by quite a few inches, but she held out her arms, almost in question. Daniel’s warnings about their family had obviously included pointing out that Alexandria might be more willing to allow the hug than their parents but that caution in the approach might be wise.
And, while she might not be the biggest hugger in the world, this was the woman Daniel had chosen to marry. It didn’t matter that Alexandria had questions about their rational thinking skills. What mattered was that Daniel loved her and Alexandria wanted to support him, so she stepped into the hug and said, “It’s so nice to meet you, Esme.”
“You have no idea how nice it is to meet you,” Esme gushed, squeezing her a little too tightly. “Dan’s told me so much about you. He speaks so highly of you, Al.”
Alexandria stepped back, her expression falling. “I’m going to murder him.”
Esme’s eyes grew wide and alarmed. “For speaking highly of you?”
Alexandria almost laughed at the concern on her face and in her voice. “No. For calling me ‘Al.’ My name is Alexandria,” she said more loudly, looking at Daniel.
“It’s just such a long name,” he complained, laughing.
She frowned. “I believe you and I have discussed this.”
Esme looked between them, clearly a little confused, but writing it off as sibling nonsense. “I think Al suits you. It’s cute and nice and friendly.”
Alexandria frowned slightly. Those were not usually things she was accused of being.
Sure, she was polite, professional, and competent. But cute? Friendly? Nice, even? She wasn’t sure about those.
It was very Daniel to find the most optimistic person in existence to up and marry on a whim.
“My boss knows someone called Alexandria,” Esme said as they moved to join their parents in the booth.
Alexandria was amused every time they came here at just how out of place her parents looked, but they loved a good pizza. And this place made a great one.
“Oh, yes?” she said, looking at Esme who blushed adorably when Daniel wrapped his arm around her and pulled her closer. Her white skin was incredibly pale and the blush incredibly bright.
Alexandria couldn’t help but smile. Daniel had always wanted someone who was warm and loving—a million miles from their family. They knew they were loved in that familial obligation way, but it wasn’t effusive or spontaneous or any of the things she’d read love was supposed to be. She wasn’t sure she believed in it. The only person she’d ever loved without reason—beyond reason—had been Hailey, and she’d seen how that had gone, so she’d assumed it was just something in stories.
But here was Daniel, the man who’d always believed, getting exactly what he wanted.
She was happy for him, even if she didn’t understand it.
Esme hummed. “Yeah, from the past. She talks about her sometimes. I think they were in love. She’s great—my boss, not Alexandria. I don’t know Alexandria. She’s doing the catering for our wed—” She slapped both of her hands over her mouth, looking mortified. “Oh. Oh, no.”
Alexandria winced, looking from Esme to Daniel. The poor woman looked horrified.
Daniel looked serene.
Alexandria was going to murder him.
Their parents, who had been looking over their laminated menus, paused and looked up at Daniel in slow motion. Esme had said just too much to take it back or come up with a convincing cover story.
Given that they were here for this announcement, perhaps there was an argument for getting it out of the way early.
“Daniel?” their dad barked—a question and a demand.
“We have some really great news,” Daniel said. He seemed entirely unfazed. Alexandria wondered, not for the first time, whether he lived on an entirely different planet.
“What is it, Daniel?” their mother asked, her voice stony, livid in a barely-concealed way.
Daniel looked at Esme adoringly. “We’re getting married.”
Alexandria sucked in a breath at the same time Esme did. The difference was that Esme was swooning over the way Daniel looked at her, while Alexandria was bracing for the fallout.
“You’re getting married,” Susan muttered. There was that saying about looks being able to kill, but looks had nothing on the icy tone in her voice at that moment.
“We are,” Daniel said. “And we’re very excited about it.”
“Daniel,” their father practically hissed. “How can you be getting married? We’ve never even met this girl before tonight. You’ve only just met her. You cannot be getting married.”
“Marriage is a serious commitment,” their mother added. “It’s a serious matter that two people enter into when they know each other and have decided they can build a life together. Not something you do on a whim.”
They were livid, but it wasn’t as bad as Alexandria had expected, honestly. Daniel had made the right choice to tell them in public, while they were all together.
And Alexandria had made the right choice to stay at Daniel’s tonight. She could already see the yelling and anger that would be happening in her parents’ home later.
Their mother turned to her. “Did you know about this?”
She wanted to roll her eyes. It was always weird when parents turned to the other child and somehow tried to blame them simply because their sibling trusted them. As if both weren’t fully-grown adults capable of making their own choices. “He told me the other day,” she replied lightly, perusing her menu.
“And you didn’t think to tell us? Or to stop him?”
Alexandria frowned. She had thought to question what he was doing, but it was his life. She had no desire to meddle in it or control it. “I did not. He’s happy, Esme seems lovely. I support it.”
Daniel smiled at her. He was thankful, but not surprised. This was why she was here. This was why their relationship was strong. It didn’t matter if Alexandria wouldn’t marry someone after four months, it didn’t matter if the idea horrified her, she trusted her brother to make his own choices, no matter the outcome. And she’d be there for whatever the outcome would be.
Marrying someone was hardly the worst thing he could do. Her parents looked as though he’d just admitted to murdering Esme, which actually would be the worst thing he could do.
“You have no idea what she’s like,” her mother said, lowering her voice as if that would prevent Esme from hearing. “You’ve only just met her.”
“I’m a great judge of character,” she said with a shrug.
Clearly frustrated with her, their mother turned back to Daniel. “I cannot believe you’re doing this. When do you think you’re getting married?”
Daniel and Esme beamed at each other. “Next month.”
Alexandria looked at her parents. She thought they both looked like they might be having heart attacks. Briefly, she wondered whether she should intervene, escort them out to give them some fresh air, or space, or something.
“You cannot be serious,” their dad barked.
“Deadly,” Daniel said, something about his expression, especially around the eyes, becoming more serious, determined. He wasn’t backing down and this was the line being drawn in the sand. Their parents could get on board or get out, there was no room for compromise.
Alexandria knew which side she was on.
“Do you have any idea how long it takes to organise a proper wedding?” their mother asked, horrified. “The venue, the catering, the photographer…”
“We’re on top of it,” Daniel said. “And it’s quicker and easier if you’re looking to have a fun, relaxed wedding. Which we are. We want a day that matches and suits us. We’re not really concerned with all of the pomp and circumstance.”
It had always been interesting to Alexandria that their parents, who had had a relatively low-cost celebration for their own wedding, had been so invested in the idea that their children would have massive, society-type events for their weddings. She knew the wedding industry in general had kind of run away with itself in recent years, but she wouldn’t have expected her parents to be so committed to it if she hadn’t heard them talk about it multiple times. She supposed keeping up with the Joneses went further than weeding the front lawn.
“At least tell us you’re using your contacts to get good catering,” their mother said, clearly mortified by this whole thing.
“Oh, yes, it’s my boss,” Esme said, smiling as if the booth wasn’t thick with tension. Alexandria wasn’t quite sure how she was doing it, but she kind of admired it.
Susan took a deep, shuddering breath. “We know, dear. That’s what started this whole conversation, thank you very much.”
Esme looked at Daniel as if ready to point out that it didn't sound like a sincere round of thanks. He scowled at their mother, clearly thinking the same thing.
Alexandria was already cringing. She knew her parents were going to hate it. It makes Daniel happy, it’s what they both want, she repeated to herself over and over in her head, begging for her parents to understand that.
“So,” Richard said before Esme or Daniel could say anything, “where do you work? What is this food you’re having for your impulsive, apparent wedding?”
“Mashed potatoes,” Esme said, clearly absolutely delighted. There was something so endearing about her. Alexandria did not think her parents would be endeared.
“Mashed… potatoes…” they both repeated, stunned.
“Yes. Well, we both absolutely love mashed potatoes, and I work at Mash-N-Go in town. It’s the mashed potato bar, you know? Where you choose your potatoes, your toppings, your sides… It’s really so yummy. And my boss is awesome. It just seemed like the perfect choice.”
Their parents stared from Esme to Daniel, the atmosphere heavy, thick, scary.
“You’re a food photographer,” their mother seethed eventually. “You’ve spent all this time going on about how it’s a great job that gets you connections. What was the point of not getting a real job like Alexandria has if, at the first chance to use those connections, you’re passing them over for a mashed potato bar?”
“It’s a real job, Mum,” Alexandria muttered. “He makes more than I do.”
It was a low blow, really. She knew how it rankled her parents that Daniel made so much doing photography. It stood as an annoying counterpoint to their instance that he needed to be more like Alexandria. But they needed to hear it. It was a nonsense argument. Daniel no more wanted to do statistics than she wanted to photograph food, and they both deserved to be happy and fulfilled.
“I don’t care,” her mum snapped at her. “This is ridiculous and isn’t happening. You cannot get married in a month and you absolutely cannot have mashed potato as your wedding breakfast.”
“Oh, no, we can,” Esme said. She was so earnest. It was a little jarring next to Alexandria’s family. Daniel really had gone for someone a million miles from them. Alexandria didn’t blame him. “Hailey already said she’s happy to do it.”
“Hailey?” Alexandria asked, her blood running cold.
It couldn’t be. There was no way. Not a chance.
She knew Hailey had stayed in the area, but she had no idea what she did. There was no way she ran a mashed potato bar. And, even if she did, there was no chance it was the one Alexandria’s brother’s fiancée worked at. With someone who talked about an Alexandria she might have been in love with… Impossible. Absolutely impossible.
Esme looked at her, smiling. “Yeah, Hailey Davis. She runs the place, owns it, whatever. She’s amazing. And she’s giving us a discount and everything. I told her she didn’t have to but she’s just so nice.”
Alexandria was certain the others were talking but she couldn’t hear them.
Her parents were too busy being angry to recognise the name, she was sure, and Daniel was too busy fighting them off to think it through. Perhaps he didn’t even remember or couldn’t make the connection. He’d been young and his memory was not the best.
But Alexandria could.
Hailey Davis. The Hailey Davis. Her best friend, first—secret—love, the one person she had never really been able to shake. How was this possible?
And how was it happening right as they were thirty-five? Why was it happening when they were thirty-five? This year had already been hard enough without having to see her.
Maybe Alexandria could revoke her support of the wedding? Would that help?
No. She couldn’t do that. She wouldn’t.
Maybe she could just avoid the caterer—who was also the bride’s boss and clearly someone she was friends with.
Did the groom’s sister have to meet everyone the bride liked? Could she hide for most of the day? Could she pretend to be another person entirely?
Hailey Davis? Really?
Hailey Davis… 



Four
Twenty-two years ago
 
Despite the chilly January morning, Hailey strode to school with a spring in her step, glad to be back at school after the holidays.
Her parents still hadn’t bitten the bullet and properly separated. They had—for incomprehensible reasons—been dragging it out for two years now. They weren’t together anymore, but they still lived in the same house and they still argued like they did before breaking up. It might have gotten worse, actually. They both knew they weren’t together, but everything they did annoyed the other, especially if one of them stayed out overnight. If that happened, they laid into each other about how whoever hadn’t been home had left the other in charge of the kids all night with no consideration for their wellbeing.
They had never been the closest or happiest couple, but the contempt with which they spoke to each other now, the way their relationship had disintegrated into this chaos, and the darkness that had descended on their home weighed on Hailey. She was sure, deep down, that her parents were still good people. She just hadn’t expected things at home to become so ugly. She hadn’t expected herself and Matt to become weird chess pieces her parents used to try to beat each other—or that they simply used to sling at each other. She wasn’t sure there was any actual finesse to their arguments.
They’d tried for Christmas. Kind of.
Each parent had bought separate gifts and Hailey had been aware of how they’d tried to outdo each other. The four of them sat around the tree on Christmas morning and with every gift one of them unwrapped, the other parent was watching to ensure their gifts were better, whatever that meant.
Even Matt had noticed things were a bit odd. Hailey had tried to reassure him afterwards that it was just a weird game Mummy and Daddy were playing, but she didn’t know how well that had gone over. He lived there, he heard the arguing, and he felt the tension. He might not grasp the exact nuance of the situation—neither did she, honestly—but he knew more than either of them should.
She hoped one of them would move out soon and they could all move forwards.
Mostly, Matt had spent a lot of time playing at his friends’ houses, and Hailey had spent a lot of time at Alexandria’s. Her parents were a bit weird, but there was no yelling. And, while they were a touch formal, they’d gotten so used to Hailey being there, that they just let her come and go without the usual fanfare guests got. It was nice. Mostly because Alexandria was there, but also just to have a place to get away to for a while, to have somewhere safe to go while her parents ripped chunks off one another.
Given that today was the first day back at school, she and Matt had both slept at home last night. Luckily, there hadn’t been much arguing. Their mum had made dinner and eaten with them. She’d even made enough for their dad. He hadn’t joined them, but he had at least grunted something that sounded like appreciation before taking a bowl and eating it in front of the TV.
That didn’t mean Hailey wasn’t happy to be back at school, though. It was less the school part and more the having a valid reason to be out of the house for eight hours a day part.
Plus, it was time with Alexandria and that was always wonderful—minus the classes the school had rudely not put them in together.
After dinner, Hailey had shut herself in her room and set about making something she’d been thinking about for a while: a mixtape for Alexandria.
They often listened to music together. When the TV was free, they’d scroll through the music channels watching music video after music video and knowing all the words. It had taken a while for Alexandria to relax enough around Hailey to sing along but, now, she belted out every song they knew right alongside Hailey and they had the best times doing it. Alexandria would never admit it, but she had a beautiful voice. Hailey loved to hear her sing. She just had to enjoy it whilst singing along too. If she stopped to listen to Alexandria singing, Alexandria got too embarrassed and stopped entirely.
It was pretty cute, really.
And so, she had decided that she wanted to make a mixtape for Alexandria. One that was filled with their very favourite songs. One that they could put on in her room and listen to over and over again. Maybe her parents would even let them listen to it in the car when they took them places.
It hadn’t taken long to do. She’d been compiling the list of songs to go on it for weeks, so it was simply a matter of recording them all in the correct order. Before bed, fueled by excitement, she’d even had time to draw some flowers around the track listing. She’d gone to sleep with it on the windowsill beside her, ridiculously excited to give it to Alexandria in the morning.
As she strolled to school, the tape was tucked safely in the inside pocket of her school coat, protecting it from the elements. She couldn’t wait to see Alexandria’s reaction and to listen to it together after school. Her parents would expect her home at a reasonable hour, but she could get away with popping over to Alexandria’s for an hour or so first.
Hailey was pretty sure she was the only kid who lived close to school who went to someone else’s, further away home, rather than just having everyone back to hers. She didn’t even want to imagine what that would be like.
She found Alexandria already at school, standing in their usual corner with a couple of their other friends. It was annoying that they lived in opposite directions, on opposite sides of the school. She would much prefer living in the same direction and being able to meet up to walk to school, and walk home together again after… Well, she supposed they did do the latter more often than not as they walked to Alexandria’s, but still, on mornings like this—and mornings in general—it would be nice to have had a moment with Alexandria before everyone else was there. She wasn’t afraid to give Alexandria gifts in front of the others—it was a well-known fact the two of them were absolute best friends—but something like this would be nicer without the audience.
Of course, she was also happy to see the rest of their friends. They hadn’t really seen the others over the break, what with it being Christmas and New Year and everything. So, deciding to postpone giving Alexandria the tape until they were alone, Hailey kept the spring in her step and wandered over to her friends with a big smile.
The minute Alexandria saw her, she relaxed just a little. It made Hailey’s heart pound in an unusual way.
She was used to the way Alexandria was a little uncomfortable around people, especially those she didn’t know well, but even with her friends, she was always just a little bit formal and stiff. Except when she was around Hailey.
It wasn’t as though Hailey didn’t understand where it came from. She’d spent more than enough time around the Daley family to know that it was a learned behaviour, but she still couldn’t help feeling a little bit fizzy inside when she saw Alexandria relaxing around her in a way she didn’t with other people. It made her feel special.
She felt even more special when the two of them found thirty seconds alone on their way to their respective form rooms and Hailey pulled her briefly into the alcove of a seldom-used doorway.
Alexandria looked at her in confusion. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah,” Hailey replied, smiling even as her heart pounded in her chest. She reached into her coat and pulled the tape out, handing it to Alexandria. “I made you this.”
Alexandria looked at her with wide eyes before looking down at the tape in her hands reverentially. Her eyes ran over the tracklist multiple times before she whispered, “Thank you.” She looked up at Hailey with an expression that made Hailey feel a little dizzy. “You know you didn’t have to do this, right?”
“I know. I wanted to,” Hailey said, unsure why she felt herself blushing. It was just a nice gift for her friend, she didn’t need to make it weird. “I thought we could listen to it together later?”
“Absolutely.”
A warning bell sounded above their heads and Alexandria jumped adorably before pulling her bag around and placing the tape inside carefully.
“I guess I’ll see you after form,” Hailey said, feeling giddy and excited.
“Yes,” Alexandria beamed before turning and running off to class.
Hailey watched her go for a moment before realising she needed to get a move on too.
She went to form. She tried to pay attention to all of the welcome-back notices and conversations. She got her planner signed by her form teacher, as was customary. But all she really wanted to do was run up to Alexandria’s bedroom together, kick off their shoes, and collapse onto the bed or the floor to listen to the tape she’d made.
School might give her a good excuse to be out of the house all day but the holidays were way better, even if she had to explain why she needed to go over to Alexandria’s house again. They could do what they wanted, they didn’t have classes keeping them apart, and they didn’t have to concentrate on anything other than having fun together.
Well, Alexandria had made them do their homework together—Hailey would have gotten it done, she’d just have waited for the last possible day to do it. But, other than that, it was just fun and music and laughing and hoping for snow. School was routine and classes and not being able to talk to Alexandria at every given second. And that was boring.
Her already waning bubble of joy was further deflated when she arrived at their History class and Alexandria reminded them that Mr. Fenrow was changing the seating plan.
Hailey groaned. “I forgot about that horror. I still don’t get why he wants to. It’s such a waste of time. The seating plan is fine.”
“It’s so we learn to work with different people and so that we don’t get too comfortable and start chatting too much. Apparently,” Alexandria said and her tone told Hailey that she was basically repeating what Mr. Fenrow had told them when he’d pitched the seating changes before Christmas.
“I don’t need to work with other people. We work great together.”
Alexandria pursed her lips, furrowed her brow, and nodded. They both knew she didn’t like having to sit next to someone new. She knew everyone in their classes, of course, and had sat next to or worked with most of them at this point, but she liked sitting next to Hailey. She liked that their names were so close alphabetically that they got to sit together so much.
And so did Hailey. She didn’t want a new seating plan either.
But, inevitably, the door opened, and Mr. Fenrow stepped out. He was an old guy with a kindly face, even if he could switch on stern teacher mode at the drop of a hat, and, in the case of seating plans, he made really very silly choices.
Not the one he’d made in September that had sat Hailey and Alexandria together, but this one. This one for sure stunk.
“Come on in, everyone,” he called to the queue of students waiting to enter the room. “Welcome back. Happy New Year. New seating arrangements are up on the projector.”
Hailey grumbled but followed along with the slow shuffle of people entering the room, stalling to see where they were now sitting, and then making their way to their new home in the room.
She stared at the seating plan. It wasn’t fair. She wasn’t even close to Alexandria anymore. At the very least, she’d been hoping they’d be on tables next to each other, so, when they had to work in groups of four, they’d be able to team up. But no. She was smack bang in the middle of the room and Alexandria was in the far front corner.
Mr. Fenrow clearly hated her.
As Alexandria walked away from her, she wanted to cling on for dear life to her best friend. She knew, deep down, that she was probably being silly, but she didn’t like this.
She liked it even less when she saw who was sitting next to Alexandria.
In her frustration at being so far apart, Hailey hadn’t looked at who they were sitting next to, only that it wasn’t each other. She was beside Farid Javadi, a quiet, studious boy she and Alexandria were friends with. Not super close, but he had been sat beside Alexandria in one of their classes last year and the two got along well. And, where there was Alexandria, there was Hailey, so Farid had gotten to know them both.
If she couldn’t be seated beside Alexandria, Farid was a great choice.
But Alexandria was sitting beside Rhys Alwin.
He wasn’t popular, per se. He was friends with almost everyone and extremely loud and talkative. There was definitely a core of popular kids in their year. Rhys was on the periphery of that. Hailey had always thought it was because he was too annoying for the popular group to hang out with all the time. Though, the one time she’d mentioned how annoying he was to one of their friends, she’d been told she just didn’t like him because he had a crush on Alexandria.
It wasn’t just that.
He was loud and obnoxious and so very forceful with his opinions. From the minute he’d decided that he had a crush on Alexandria and wanted her to go out with him, he’d been telling everyone. He’d ask her out multiple times a week. He gloated when he sat near her in classes. He was insufferable. And Alexandria hated the attention. She’d asked him multiple times to tone it down and he never really had.
He was going to be awful now they were sitting next to each other.
Hailey glowered at him as he slid into his seat, wiggling his eyebrows at his mates, each of them smirking back at him. She wondered briefly how much trouble she’d get in for fighting with him if she lunged at him in class. She knew it would be a lot. Plus, he’d probably win. She wasn’t much of a fighter. Instead, she considered whether Mr. Fenrow might consider changing his seat if she explained the situation, but she knew that wouldn’t work either. Mr. Fenrow wouldn’t do it for a crush and Alexandria would die of mortification if Hailey told him about it.
Farid looked at her before following her line of sight. “Oh. Sorry Rhys is sitting with your girlfriend. Do you think he’s going to try to steal her away?”
Hailey frowned. “What? No? She’s not my girlfriend.” She felt herself blushing. There were probably a million other things she should be saying, things that would definitely haunt her later for not having said them, but all that was stuck in her head was that Farid thought they were dating. They were just friends, she was protecting her friend. And they were both straight.
“Is she not?” He looked at her with raised eyebrows, genuinely surprised. “Sorry. I just thought you two were together. I’m pretty sure everyone thinks you are.”
Hailey frowned over at Rhys who was trying to engage Alexandria in conversation, seemingly against her will. “Not everyone.”
Farid nodded sympathetically. “Okay, everyone who knows gay people exist, and knows it’s okay, thinks you’re together.”
As Hailey thought about that, she realised they had gotten a few comments about how close they were. She thought it was just gross bullying. Most people in their area didn’t even talk about gay people, or, if they did, it tended not to be complimentary.
But here was Farid, being completely cool about it. Just stating that they were girlfriends.
And there was Hailey’s heart doing some odd little twinge at the idea. It wasn’t a bad twinge. It was the kind of twinge that made you reassess your life and everything in it.
She’d known when she came to secondary school that dating would likely become part of people’s lives. Enough of her relatives and neighbours liked to lean over condescendingly and ask if she had a little boyfriend yet. But it was always that—a boyfriend. And she hadn’t been remotely interested in the concept. Honestly, she assumed she was just too young and that her hormones would kick in at some point, and then she’d be interested. But it hadn’t happened yet.
She looked over at Alexandria. What if the hormones and the feelings had kicked in, she just hadn’t realised what they were because they were for a girl and literally nobody around them had been making that seem like a legitimate option?
Her parents had always seemed to think Hailey would get a boyfriend, a husband, a man. And she had no idea what it felt like when people were interested in boys, so she had no idea whether how she felt about Alexandria was… that. Who was she even supposed to ask about stuff like that? Who could she tell without getting into trouble? Without being hated?
Mr. Fenrow called the class to attention and Hailey tried to listen, she really did, but it felt as though a swarm of bees had invaded her brain, making it loud and fuzzy and distracted. She had no idea what she was doing, no idea who she even was.
“For what it’s worth,” Farid whispered, looking down at their shared textbook, “if you were together, I think that would be okay.”
Hailey felt like she might throw up. She was confused, hurt, and a little angry. How had it taken all this time for her to realise she might not be straight? How had nobody even discussed this as a legitimate option for her? How was it that the first person to apparently see who she was and to support her was Farid Javadi—a boy who was the same age as her and who had thus far only really been her friend because they were both friends with Alexandria?
She wanted to stand up and scream, to throw things, to yell and cry and demand answers from all of the adults who had failed her.
And, most of all, she wanted to know if this was what a crush felt like. Whether she liked her best friend as more than a friend. And whether it would be okay if she did. 



Five
Present Day
 
Hailey was having a hell of a Sunday. She’d gone for a run early in the day, before work, and had gotten home wishing she hadn’t. Her route always took her by her old secondary school. It was part of the charm of continuing to live locally to where you’d grown up—everything was familiar and everything held memories.
And that school held a lot of them.
The other benefit of living where you’d grown up was that, over time, the memories dimmed a little. You still remembered them, but they didn’t sting like they used to.
As such, Hailey had gotten used to going by the school, she’d gotten used to the memories of Alexandria that it held, and she’d gotten used to being able to remember them and move on with her day. Even if one of their songs had been playing on her headphones as she passed by. It had taken a while, but she’d done it.
When she’d first started university, she hadn’t gone far from home but it was far enough that she didn’t come by Sheridan very often. As such, when she was in the area, every sighting felt like a punch to the gut. Every movement was Alexandria coming out of the bushes at her. Every turn was the hope Alexandria would be there and the terror of going through their goodbye again.
Now, seventeen years on, it was easier to pass by. Hailey no longer expected her to be there because she never was.
Until this morning.
Kind of.
Hailey had made it through most of her run before reaching the school. She was hungry, exhausted, and drenched to the bone in the ice-cold rain that had been coming down in buckets earlier in her run. While she ran, it was nice, refreshing, but there was no stopping for a break because the minute she stopped, she knew the sensations that came with wet trainers and socks and leggings pasted to her thighs would take over and she’d want to rip her own skin off. So, for a great many reasons—not least of which was the coffee and croissants waiting for her at home—she was eager to finish the last mile and a half of her run.
She had rounded the corner onto Upper Hill Road, Sheridan Secondary School taking up the majority of one side of the street and a row of terraced houses on the other, as she was dreaming of a warm shower followed by a flakey croissant. Ordinarily, the only people she passed at this hour on a Sunday morning were those out walking their dogs. They paid her no mind so she didn’t look at them twice.
Today, however, she noticed a person standing at the school gates. The gates were locked, of course, and the move would not have been that odd had the person in question been walking a dog. Hailey had seen plenty of people pause mid-walk while their dogs had a good sniff around.
The person by the gates had no dog in sight. No lead. No dog. No nothing. Just them and a fixated stare.
Hailey’s initial thought was that something was wrong with them and she was wondering whether she should stop to offer assistance. However, as she ran closer, she realised who the person looked like.
She hadn’t seen Alexandria in years. She shouldn’t even know what the woman looked like at this point, but, in a few moments of weakness over the years, she had looked Alexandria up on social media. She posted almost nothing, especially nothing too personal, but there were enough posts and pictures for Hailey to know exactly what she looked like.
And there she was. At the gates to Sheridan. Just like in the old days.
Hailey refused to stop running. She crossed to the other side of the road, determined to shoot up a street she knew ran parallel to Upper Hill.
It wasn’t like Alexandria was really there. She didn’t come here. Hailey hadn’t seen her in forever. And, even if she was back in Newell, she wouldn’t be standing at their old school gates at the crack of dawn on a Sunday. That didn’t make any sense and wouldn’t fit Alexandria at all. She was all about logic and order. That hadn’t changed. Social media couldn’t tell Hailey much about Alexandria’s life, but it could tell her that Alexandria worked in statistics for the government. Of course. It was so her that an already-emotional Hailey had almost cried when she’d found that out.
She stayed off social media for a few days after that.
But the point remained that Alexandria wasn’t here. She was off in the big city, living her big life, and she was not brooding at Sheridan on a Sunday. Hailey was just hungry and hallucinating. She hoped she wasn’t getting sick from running in the cold rain. That was a much more likely scenario than the idea of Alexandria Daley being here.
She shot up the adjacent street and rounded onto the one running parallel to Upper Hill. She half expected the spectre of Alexandria to pop up in front of her again. It was like being back from uni for the first time—that fear she was about to jump out and accost Hailey. But, she concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, keeping her pace, steadying her breathing, and making it home.
Nothing she did or thought about could shake the fear that Alexandria was about to jump out at her until she locked the door to her house, shutting the outside world away.
She walked through her house, stripping off her wet clothes and dropping them on the floor of the hallway as she went. She would pick them up once she’d eaten something.
By the time she was in the kitchen, she was down to her underwear and grabbing at the packet of croissants she had on the kitchen counter. She had been planning to warm them up before eating, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and hallucinating seeing Alexandria Daley outside their secondary school was definitely a sign of desperate times.
She wolfed the croissant down and breathed a sigh of relief. Her body felt a little better for eating. Her mind still whirled and the nervous clenching in her gut didn’t go away, but at least she wasn’t likely to pass out from pushing herself too hard. She could pick up her clothes, throw them into the washer, take her shower, and have the rest of her breakfast as planned. And then she could forget all about visions of Alexandria, go to work, hear all about Esme’s dinner with the future in-laws, and have a perfectly lovely Sunday.
Or, she could do what she actually did, which involved showering whilst thinking about Alexandria, eating breakfast whilst repeatedly checking her own pulse, and heading into work wondering over and over again why her brain decided to imagine Alexandria today.
It wasn’t like she didn’t think of her often. The moments were less frequent than they had once been, but Alexandria was still part of her. The dreams were significantly less frequent, but they, too, still happened. But, even in the height of missing her, in the aftermath of deciding to go their separate ways and never see each other again, she’d never gotten to the point of hallucinating her anywhere. Until now.
Why?
As Esme regaled her with tales from last night, part of Hailey’s brain set about convincing the rest of it that she must have had a dream that featured Alexandria last night, and the unique combination of hunger, exhaustion, the cold rain, the location, and that pining, melancholy piece of her heart that couldn’t let Alexandria go had given her that most unwelcome vision.
Or, it could be that Alexandria was really there. In Newell.
Because she was here.
At Mash-N-Go.
In the flesh.
“Here they are now,” Esme cheered, bouncing up and down. She moved from behind the tills to go towards the door to greet Alexandria and a man Hailey didn’t recognise.
Hailey shook her head, at a loss at Esme’s choice to abandon the tills when they had customers, and confused at Alexandria being here. She stepped up to the counter to fill in for Esme. She’d only been standing there to listen to Esme talk and she was left wondering whether Esme often simply abandoned the tills while they had customers. She hadn’t seen anything about it in the reviews online, thankfully, but she’d have to talk to her about it.
But Alexandria was here. Really. Hailey wasn’t imagining her. Esme was talking to her. Real and in the flesh.
She looked beautiful. Of course. She hadn’t really changed. Still, forever, the put-together, beautiful woman she always had been, just a little bit older, but they all were. Alexandria wore it well.
She looked like she didn’t want to be there, and Hailey suspected it wasn’t just because she was half-drowned from the rain that had picked up again outside.
Esme embraced the man Alexandria had arrived with before Hailey’s brain could even consider whether he was Alexandria’s boyfriend. Or husband. They were thirty-five, after all, spouses were relatively common among her friends at this point in their lives. And Alexandria didn’t post that much online. She could easily have kept a whole relationship offline.
But this was clearly Esme’s husband-to-be.
Either that or Esme was just ridiculously familiar with every person she met. Which might have explained why she was getting married so quickly. However, she leaned in to kiss the guy, and, since Hailey had never seen her do that with anyone she wasn’t dating, she assumed it was safe to bet this was the fiancé, Dan.
Dan…
As in Daniel.
As in Daniel Daley.
As in Alexandria’s brother.
How had she not thought to put that together before?
Well, probably because Dan was a common name. But how had Esme not even mentioned the name of his sister in all of her tales from the night before?
Hailey cast her brain through everything she could remember Esme saying. She knew she’d been a little out of it, but she was certain she’d have paid attention to anyone named Alexandria being brought up. She’d only ever known one, and that one demanded all of her attention, even as she attempted to look like she was doing her job. Or Esme’s job, as she was actually doing.
Esme appeared to realise that she’d run off in the middle of her shift and, with her mouth open in shock and her eyes wide, she spun around, looking back at Hailey before bolting back behind the counter, shouting to Dan and Alexandria to join the queue and she’d get them some food sorted.
It seemed to be implied that the food was on the house. It was. Never in a million years would Hailey charge Alexandria for anything, no matter the history between them—or because of it—but still, she needed something to put all of her nervous, confused energy into, and apparently, her vessel of choice was wondering why Esme thought she could give out free food.
“Sorry, boss,” Esme said, jumping back up to the till and taking over the orders again.
Hailey nodded. She would usually jump on helping assemble orders when they were busy, but she just did not have the wherewithal. If she tried, she imagined Homer would have been stuck re-making a bunch of orders she’d screwed up, and none of them wanted that.
“So, that’s my fiancé, Dan,” Esme said, beaming, as she punched in the orders for a group of teenagers.
Hailey almost couldn’t stand the symbolism of a group of teenagers standing between her and Alexandria. Luckily, Esme seemed not to notice anything was amiss.
As she thought about that, Hailey’s mind spun on what last night must actually have been like.
Esme was either oblivious or purposefully ignorant of anyone not automatically loving her and any situation they found themselves in with her. It was endearing and refreshing most of the time. But Hailey had just learned that the family she was marrying into—after only four months—was the Daley family. And she knew them well. She doubted seventeen years had done much to change them, and she doubted very much that they’d be happy with their child marrying someone he barely knew, no matter how sweet and lovely she was.
All day, Esme had insisted that things had gone well, that Dan’s family was a little shocked at first, but that they had come around. Knowing the Daleys, Hailey doubted that. She imagined Alexandria was worried about Dan but willing to go along with whatever made him happy. Their parents, however, were another story entirely.
A quick wedding and a mashed potato bar for dinner? She winced. Esme was probably lucky the Daleys didn’t die of shock at the dinner table.
She took a deep breath and looked back towards the queue, towards Alexandria.
It was a mistake.
Her eyes caught on far too familiar hazel eyes—a little older, but no less terrified than the first time Hailey had looked into them twenty-four years ago—and it was like time and space and sense and reason all ceased to exist. She was fourteen again and the only thing in the world that mattered was Alexandria, everything else be damned. It was the gut punch Sheridan had once been, turned up to maximum. It was a million times worse than every horrible imagining she’d ever had added together.
And it was oddly like coming home, even if she hadn’t lived here for years.
Alexandria turned beet red and looked away, breaking the moment. Hailey wished she still knew her well enough to know her every thought, but it had been a while, and, while Alexandria wasn’t looking at her, she couldn’t be sure of anything.
Though, having those hazel eyes on her wasn’t great for clarity of thought either.
Hailey shook her head. She wasn’t a teenager anymore. They hadn’t seen each other in years. They’d had their chance and they’d thrown it away. She was supposed to be over this by now, over Alexandria by now. So why did she feel like this? Why was seeing her again the life-altering experience it seemed to be?
“Welcome to Mash-N-Go,” Esme giggled as Dan and Alexandria stepped up to the counter, Alexandria’s eyes fixed firmly on the menu and nowhere else. “What can we get you today?”
Dan leaned on the counter as though he was about to say something flirty, probably asking whether Esme was on the menu—the whole team had had customers pull that absolute corker out on them before—but Hailey knew she and Alexandria couldn’t stand there, awkward bystanders to flirting while avoiding each other’s gaze, so she cut in before he could start.
“You must be Dan,” she said, attempting to force her voice into its usual friendly, casual, welcoming octave. She wasn’t sure she quite made it. And she was certain Alexandria would be the only one who noticed she didn’t. “We’ve heard so much about you.”
Dan laughed, leaning back up from the counter but smiling softly at Esme. “She’s so good to me.” He reached a hand out to Hailey. “And you must be Esme’s boss. I’ve heard a lot about you too. We can’t thank you enough for taking on the catering. We both really do love mash.”
“Me too. Well, obviously, otherwise, why would I have opened a mash bar?” She chuckled uncomfortably, wondering whether she could just go shut herself in one of the fridges in the back. Nothing could be worse than this. She’d never been this awkward in her life. And she and Dan were just pretending not to know each other? She supposed it was feasible that he didn’t remember her. He had been young when she’d known him.
But Alexandria definitely knew her and they didn’t seem to be acknowledging that either.
“Well, it seems like a great place.” He grinned easily. Hailey remembered him being a happy kid. “I can’t wait to properly try the food.”
“Me too,” Alexandria said, her voice a little too quiet, and Hailey couldn’t decide whether she was speaking as a way to hurry them through the ordering and away from her, or whether she felt she had to speak to be proper. Her parents had never been fans of her standing silently by when she could be speaking with people, making a good impression, and all that. Hailey had always thought it odd. Alexandria had always thought it uncomfortable but, much like many of their parents’ lessons, it was ingrained.
At least, it had been back when she’d known Alexandria.
Dan laughed. “Sorry, this is my sister, Al.”
“Alexandria,” Hailey said, automatically, at the exact same time Alexandria said it herself.
Hailey didn’t know why she’d done it. Sure, it had become second nature back when they spent every waking hour together and she knew how much Alexandria hated being called ‘Al’, but that wasn’t now. Now, it was awkward and she should have just left it alone.
Dan and Esme looked between the two of them as they looked anywhere but at each other.
“Do you two know each other?” Dan asked, surprised.
If there had been any way to get away with it, Hailey would have gone for denial, maybe made out they’d kind of known each other back in school, but not super well.
Alexandria didn’t agree. She rolled her eyes, even through her obvious chagrin, and said, “Yes, Daniel. This is Hailey. My best friend from secondary school. She was always over at our house.”
He frowned, thinking back, while Hailey snuck a look at Alexandria. She looked mortified to Hailey, but, to anyone else, she would look professional, like she had it all together, just a little flushed, though that could be blamed on the weather.
Honestly, how anyone could be half-drowned from the rain and still be so composed, Hailey didn’t know. But that had always been Alexandria. Some things never changed, it seemed.
“Oh, yeah,” Dan said, his face scrunched up, “I think I do kind of remember that. Sorry. Totally blanked on that. But this is so exciting.”
“Yes,” Esme agreed, clapping her hands together. “You know what this means?”
“Group chat,” Dan laughed.
“Come again?” Alexandria said, the slightest of dangerous edges in her voice.
“For the wedding,” Dan said, shooting her a wide grin. “You two are friends. You can help us coordinate and you can chat about all the exciting things with us. We both love a group chat.”
If Hailey weren’t such a sucker for the people around her being blissfully happy, she thought the horror of this whole thing might have caused her to throw up at the cuteness of Esme and Dan together. As it was, even the looming question of how to get out of this without upsetting the world’s most sunshiney couple wasn’t enough to stop her from smiling a little at the way they looked at one another. It was fast, sure, but they really did seem happy together.
“We can’t do that,” Alexandria said, entirely business-like.
“Come on, Al,” Dan pleaded. “You know Mum and Dad are going to continue being a nightmare about the whole thing. And I know you love me and want to help. What better way than in a group chat with your old best friend? I’m sure you’ll have the best time catching up.”
Hailey knew he was wrong about the catching up part, but she was secretly a little bit pleased she’d been right in her assessment of how the Daley parents were taking the news of the upcoming nuptials. People really didn’t change all that much, even over the decades.
“My name is Alexandria,” Alexandria told Dan with a look that Hailey understood to mean they had this conversation regularly. It almost made her laugh but she didn’t want to piss Alexandria off any more than she already had.
Dan rearranged his expression so he looked serious and turned fully towards his sister. “Alexandria. Please. It would mean the world to me—to us—if you’d support us in our wedding this way.”
Hailey didn’t need to see Alexandria’s expression to know she was going to do it. She was often difficult to get to know, she had a hard time letting people in, but, once you were in, you were in, and she would do almost anything for you. Hailey hadn’t forgotten what that was like, how magical it had been to be in her inner circle. She wasn’t there now, but Dan was.
Alexandria sighed. “Fine. Fine. I guess that’s…”
“Fine?” Dan quipped, laughing when Alexandria shot daggers at him with her eyes.
“Indeed.”
“Great,” Esme said, clapping her hands together again. “We should all exchange numbers. Oh, this is so exciting!”
Exciting. Sure. That was the word.
Why not swap numbers with your former best friend who had almost been something more—had definitely been something more, but then you’d gone and messed it up, put it away, and refused to go back there again?
Hailey pulled her phone out, somewhere between reluctant and overeager. She wasn’t going to question it. Not now, at least.
Alexandria Daley’s number. Again. Almost twenty years later. And a group chat about a wedding. All while the two of them were thirty-five and neither was wearing a wedding ring. Sure. 



Six
Twenty-four years ago
 
Alexandria stepped out of the sports hall and breathed a sigh of relief. She did not enjoy PE. Sports in general were fine—she didn’t mind playing them with Daniel in their free time. She actually quite liked it when her cousins were around and they’d all do cartwheels and handstands and run around together, and when her eldest cousin, who had done gymnastics for years, showed them how to do flips and stuff. But PE as a class? It was torture. Things were only good if you were popular and really into netball. Alexandria wasn’t great at it. She didn’t care for it.
She missed PE from primary school.
It was drizzling as she walked across the yard towards art. She didn’t mind it. It was refreshing.
PE might be an annoying class to have on a Friday afternoon, but at least it wasn’t the last class of the day. That honour went to art, which was nice. One, relaxing class, then they got to go home and she got to shower and get out of her uniform. All in all, it wasn’t a bad Friday afternoon, even if she dreaded PE.
She wandered into art and set about gathering her things. Their teacher, Mrs. Begum, had been clear that, when they came into art class, they were to set up like artists. It was nice, really. Alexandria knew exactly what she needed on her desk and, since she practically sprinted away from PE, was one of the first there to begin setting up. They were three weeks into the school year and she’d gotten into a rhythm with it.
They were currently working with watercolours and she grabbed two palettes without having to think about it. One water jar. Two sets of brushes. As she rummaged through the pile of their sketchbooks, she grabbed her own and kept going, stopping when she found Hailey’s and brought both back to their shared desk.
PE and IT were two of the classes they didn’t have together, and, while Alexandria had been in PE, Hailey had been in IT. She wasn’t sure who Hailey had for IT, but they always seemed to let the class out late. Hailey, and everyone else from that class, always ended up running in right before the late bell.
The first time Alexandria had gathered both of their belongings, Hailey had run in, dumped her bag in her seat, and squealed to a halt—her shoes had literally screeched on the laminate flooring with how abrupt the movement had been. Alexandria had almost laughed at the look on her face as she’d taken in the scene, the perfectly laid out desk, and the fact she didn’t have to run around, scrambling, before their teacher started yelling at them for not being ready on time.
She’d thanked Alexandria a million times and, even if Alexandria hadn’t already been planning to do it every week, the relief and appreciation from Hailey would have absolutely made her do it again.
Now, it was their usual routine, and, while she would never admit it, Alexandria kind of loved it. It was theirs. Their thing.
There were only three other kids from Alexandria’s primary school that had come to Sheridan. The four of them had stuck together in the beginning since it was easier that way. But, the more weeks that passed, the more they were forming new friendships. Coming from the same primary school, it seemed, was not a particularly good foundation for a friendship. None of them were even in the same classes as Alexandria. She was certain they hated her a little bit because she was serious and something of a teacher’s pet. As such, she still sat with them at lunch to eat usually, but she felt like an outsider. And it wasn’t as though she’d made a tonne of other friends.
She was slowly becoming friends with a couple of the people in her classes—kids who were a bit more like her—but really, her closest friend was Hailey. And she wasn’t even sure Hailey thought they were friends. Hailey was nice to everyone, friendly with everyone. Alexandria didn’t know how she was doing it but she seemed to know everyone. She greeted every kid in their classes as though they were friends. They all smiled and spoke to her. They all knew her name.
But, by virtue of their surnames being next to each other alphabetically, Hailey sat next to Alexandria in most of her classes, and she smiled a lot. Even if Alexandria wasn’t as relaxed or funny as Hailey, she still seemed to be able to make Hailey laugh, and they were friends. Pretty much.
Though, when Hailey walked in and collapsed into her chair, Alexandria didn’t need to be her friend to know something was wrong. She was deflated, sadder, less smiley than usual, especially for a Friday afternoon.
She thanked Alexandria for getting her things, as always, but it was missing the usual exuberance.
“You’re welcome,” Alexandria whispered back with a frown, right before their teacher started the lesson and they were forced to pay attention.
Even as she listened to their instructions for the class and watched the demonstration, Alexandria couldn’t help but wonder about Hailey and whether she was okay. This energy wasn’t like her.
Not being able to pay attention in class wasn’t like Alexandria.
Something was very wrong.
Mrs. Begum handed a pack of cards with pictures of watercolour works on them to the front row. They each had to take one and pass the rest back.
As the cards reached them, Alexandria took one, handed them to Hailey, and watched as Hailey simply took the top one and passed the rest on.
It wasn’t like her.
Sure, they hadn’t known each other for that long, but Alexandria knew Hailey was not the type of person to take the top one just because that was the expectation. That was Alexandria. Hailey was the person who rifled through the stack to ensure she got one she actually liked. She was subtle with it—Mrs. Begum hadn’t caught her doing it, so she hadn’t been corrected on it—but she’d told Alexandria that, if she had to recreate something, she was going to at least make sure it was something she liked the look of.
It was sound logic. Alexandria hadn’t gotten one she disliked so far, but, even if she had, she would still have taken it, because that was the instruction. And, as she watched Hailey just pass the cards back, she realised that watching her be someone who mindlessly followed the directions without care was wrong. It was like she’d been taken over by an imposter, like this wasn’t the real Hailey.
Alexandria wanted to say something. She wanted to help. But she wasn’t sure how.
Mrs. Begum set them to work on their pieces and moved from the front of the class to check in with students. She usually took quite a while with each person she stopped with, so they had some time. They were allowed to talk quietly as they worked, so long as they were actually working as they chatted.
Hailey was usually the first one to speak. She’d wrench her sketchbook open and immediately start asking whether Alexandria liked the pieces they’d each gotten to recreate. She’d start talking and she basically wouldn’t stop until class was over. She was a master of talking while she worked and Alexandria had gotten used to it. She’d come to like it.
She’d come to like Hailey—this chatty, lively, friendly girl who had apparently taken it upon herself to befriend Alexandria.
But not today.
She pulled her sketchbook towards herself slowly, like the weight of it was pulling her down. She picked up a brush without any debate of which one would be best for the effects she needed to recreate. She started painting without considering where on the page it would look best.
It was unbearable.
After ten minutes, Alexandria couldn’t take it any longer. “Are you okay?” she whispered, shuffling her seat a little closer to Hailey while keeping her head down over her work.
“I’m good, yeah,” Hailey replied, flashing her a quick smile that did nothing to reassure her.
Alexandria’s heart clenched. She knew Hailey was lying but was she supposed to pretend she didn’t? Was she supposed to ask more questions? Should she insist she knew Hailey wasn’t okay?
Hailey sighed heavily, dipping her brush in their shared water, and shook her head. “Sorry.” She paused, looking quickly at Alexandria. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep.”
Alexandria’s shoulders relaxed. That was fairly common and normal and okay, right? It was usual to be a bit down or grumpy if you were exhausted. But… what was the cause? Was it bad? “I’m sorry,” she said. “Is everything okay?”
Hailey blew out a breath and slouched down in her seat, keeping her brush over her page. “My mum and dad were… arguing, I guess. They’ve been doing that a lot lately. It makes it hard to get to sleep.”
Alexandria winced. She hadn’t seen Hailey in any mood other than happy up until this point, but she could see the way the arguing was hurting Hailey. She could see it and she didn’t like it. She needed to help but she had no idea how to, no idea what to say, even. Not really. They were just kids and this was huge, adult stuff. “I’m really sorry. It must be horrible hearing that.”
“Yeah…”
There was something so broken about her. Seeing someone like Hailey broken was even worse than seeing other people sad. It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen sadness before, but never from someone who was usually so upbeat. She hadn’t realised how jarring that could be. She’d seen it on TV once, a character talking about how horrible it was when the happiest people broke. Until this moment, she hadn’t really understood it.
“I think they’re going to break up,” Hailey whispered a moment later. “They should. They’re so mean to each other. But, like, they’re still my mum and dad, you know?”
Alexandria nodded. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like if her parents broke up. Lots of the people she knew had parents who were broken up, but, when you only knew your parents together, it was hard to imagine what life would be like if it changed. And that was a huge change. “Are they mean to you?” she asked, her voice impossibly low so the people around stood no chance of hearing them.
Hailey scooted a little closer, moving her work with her. “Not really. Not to my face, anyway. But, when they fight, they say mean things. My dad tells my mum that we drain all the money, that we don’t do as he says, that she needs to teach us some respect. She yelled at him for hours last night about how he was our dad, he should be doing more, that she couldn’t do everything… She said he hadn’t been interested in me from the minute I was born, so he had no right to complain about anything, and he only tries with Matthew because he’s a boy.”
Alexandria’s stomach ached. She’d learned all about Matthew over the past couple of weeks—he was Hailey’s little brother and she loved him. He annoyed her sometimes, but she still loved him. She’d learned a lot about Hailey’s mum too. But she’d learned almost nothing about Hailey’s dad. Until about a week ago, she’d thought he didn’t live with them. As she saw the hurt on Hailey’s face, she thought it might be better if he didn’t. He did not sound like a nice man.
“At least Matthew’s going to be out tonight,” Hailey said with a shrug before returning to her painting and adding in the yellow for the haystacks she was working on.
“Where’s he going?” Alexandria asked.
“He’s got a sleepover at his best friend’s house.” She came the closest she had all lesson to smiling, but it faded as quickly as it had come. “So he won’t have to hear the arguing. And at least we don’t have school tomorrow, so I can have a lie-in, I guess.”
Alexandria thought back over the other classes they’d had together today. Hailey had seemed a little tired, but she had been mostly herself in the morning. They hadn’t seen each other at lunch, which had made Alexandria a little sad. The day before, Hailey had insisted they have lunch together. It had been a million times better than sitting with her primary school acquaintances. She’d been kind of hoping for the same thing today, but Hailey had been nowhere to be found. Now, she thought she might have found the reason.
“Are you worried about going home?” she asked, her heart pounding in her chest.
Hailey looked at her. She looked sad and guilty. “A little bit,” she whispered, so quietly even Alexandria could barely hear her.
Alexandria felt like she might throw up. She knew it was ridiculous—she wasn’t the one going through this—but she was scared for her friend. “Do they… Would they… Have they… hurt you?”
Hailey looked at her, puzzled for a moment. “Oh. No. They don’t fight like that. It’s just the stress and the yelling and the anger… It’s a lot.”
Just. As if that weren’t enough.
“You should stay at mine tonight,” Alexandria blurted before she had really thought it through. She just wanted her friend to be safe. Hailey was the person who had been the nicest to her in senior school, she was the closest friend Alexandria had here, and this was something she could do to help.
Hailey paused, her brush raised from the page, as she looked at Alexandria. The look lasted so long that Alexandria felt herself turning red and began fidgeting in her seat. She usually tried not to fidget, her parents told her it was unbecoming, but she was worried she’d said the wrong thing.
“Are you serious?” Hailey asked eventually.
Not sure whether it was the correct answer or not, Alexandria nodded. Her parents had friends over all the time, kids from their street would just come in and out with her when she was younger, and lots of people brought babies over for playdates with Daniel. Sure, she didn’t usually bring a lot of friends home from school, but it would probably be okay. Especially if her mum and dad knew why it was important. They didn’t have anything special happening tonight, she was pretty sure.
“That would be awesome,” Hailey said, a grin taking over her face, and some of the exhaustion seemed to leave her. She looked almost like regular Hailey. “Your mum and dad would be okay with it?”
“Yeah, I don’t see why not. You can wait outside while I ask, if you want? But I think it will be okay.”
She pursed her lips. “Do you think your mum would call my mum to tell her? I don’t know if she’ll just yell at me to get home if I call her.”
Alexandria watched her, saddened by the idea of Hailey getting yelled at by her parents and being told to come home just so she can listen to the pair of them yell at each other. “Yeah, I’ll ask her.”
Hailey smiled at her and Alexandria was sure she was close to tears. It might not be much, but maybe she could give Hailey one, fun night away from the yelling and the fighting, and at least that was something.
They painted in silence for a couple of minutes before Hailey turned to her again. “Thanks, Alexandria. You’re really nice. I was so worried because…” She looked around them nervously. “Well, because my dad goes out to the pub after work on Fridays and, last week, he came home yelling and drunk. He broke a plate Mum had saved him some dinner on. I thought maybe the same thing was going to happen again this week…”
Alexandria had seen several people around school hugging their friends. She hadn’t made any friends she was that close to yet. Even Hailey hadn’t hugged her and Hailey definitely seemed the type to be a big hugger. Alexandria thought she might not be a big hugger, but, as she looked at the sorrow in Hailey’s eyes and the relief that she would get a night away, something in Alexandria’s stomach compelled her to reach her hand out to squeeze Hailey’s. It was just for a moment, just a little thing, not like a hug, but a sign that Hailey could trust her, that she was there, and she’d try to keep Hailey safe.
Hailey squeezed back before they let go and turned back to their work, and she even got back into their usual discussion, chatting about the pieces they were recreating, and talking about how her haystack looked more like a golden sheep than hay. Alexandria could still see that, underneath, she was upset, but she was lighter again, a little more like herself. And she knew she had a friend she could trust. 



Seven
Present day
 
Alexandria stared at her phone, the messages coming in thick and fast. It was late. She’d stayed at work longer than usual, mostly to have a good reason to avoid her phone. But now, she was back home in her little flat, sitting at the breakfast bar, her stomach grumbling discontentedly, and her phone filled with messages from a group chat she didn’t want to be a part of.
She’d been back home for two days. Two days of being away from Hailey Davis again. But two days of having Hailey feel closer than ever. Her number was on Alexandria’s phone, she worked with Alexandria’s future sister-in-law, had become fast friends with her brother, and she was following Alexandria around constantly.
Not literally, but it felt like it. Every notification that came in felt as though Hailey was right there. And a lot of them were her.
As expected, Daniel and Esme were both big talkers in the group chat, and they had reason to be; it was their wedding. However, Alexandria had expected Hailey to remain fairly quiet in the chat. Staying quiet wasn’t especially Hailey’s style—or it hadn’t been twenty years ago—but in this most awkward situation that they found themselves in, Alexandria had been hoping they would find their way through it by both remaining relatively quiet. They’d answer when they needed to, but they’d stick to the topic and stay on-task with the wedding.
She had not expected Hailey to just start chatting as though they were all old friends.
It was, perhaps, complicated because she and Hailey were old friends. She and Esme were current friends. And Daniel was someone she’d known once upon a time, too, kind of. But they weren’t just old friends. This wasn’t connecting with someone you’d grown apart from and lost somewhere along the way. This was Hailey. And Alexandria.
Seeing Hailey chatting, being her usual self, and gaining glimpses into her life—all of it was more painful than Alexandria would have expected. They had seventeen years and a whole load of life between them, surely it shouldn’t feel quite the way it did? Surely she should be over Hailey by now?
Alexandria didn’t want to admit that’s what it was. She wanted to keep everything she’d ever felt locked up tight in the cabinet of her heart and never let it escape, but that didn’t seem to be working very well.
Over the years, she’d made her peace with the fact that nobody else was going to make her feel the way Hailey did. She had a full life she was happy with, even if it didn’t involve a grand romance. She was fine without it. She had herself, her job, her friends, her hobbies. Her life was everything she could have hoped for it to be. And, over the years, she made efforts to think about Hailey less, to slowly fall out of love with her, and she never told anyone about it because that would be making it real and painful.
But, every time she went back home, she knew Hailey was somewhere nearby and it felt like all the progress she’d made was undone, her feelings filled back up, and she was left working them down again until her next visit. It was a vicious cycle she’d been going through for almost twenty years. Up until this weekend, she’d been sure it was working, too. Even in spite of the CDs she often found herself burning for Hailey.
When she was home, she kept a low profile, she avoided going anywhere she thought she might run into Hailey, and, with increased incidences of success and dwindling probabilities that they would run into each other, Alexandria’s heart felt a little less wrecked each time.
Then her brother decided to marry Hailey’s employee. And use her as the caterer. And make Alexandria join a group chat with her.
Her phone rang, finally cutting off her fixated staring as Esme and Hailey discussed mashed potato topping options for the wedding. Ordinarily, she’d have appreciated the distraction. As it was, she imagined things were only going to get worse.
“Hello, Daniel,” she said, resignation obvious in her tone.
“Hey,” he said, sounding, as always, like he was laughing. She wasn’t sure where he’d gotten that from, or how he’d managed to develop it when he’d been raised by the same parents she was. Daniel was perpetually relaxed and happy. Alexandria wasn’t sure she knew how to relax when instructed to do so. “How are you doing?”
“Good, thank you.” She paused, her eyes narrowed. “Did you just call to chat?”
He laughed. “Sort of. Mostly to figure out why you haven’t been talking in the group. We’re all having so much fun there. I know you’re seeing the messages. You should totally reply.”
“You want me to weigh in on which mashed potato toppings I think you should have at your wedding?”
“Sure. We’d love to hear your opinions. But I mean on anything. We’ve been talking about all kinds of stuff the last couple of days, getting to know each other, chatting, being friends, you know, fun stuff.”
She sighed. “As you so eloquently pointed out when you were convincing me to be a part of the group, I already know Hailey.”
He laughed again. “You’re so uptight when you’re stressed.”
“I’m not stressed,” she insisted. “I’m just…” Stressed.
“Al, come on. I know you. You’re stressed. Want to tell me why?”
“Alexandria.”
“Sure. So, what’s up?”
She half-collapsed over her breakfast bar. Ideally, she’d get out of her work clothes before crumpling herself up into a ball, but it was what it was. “You can’t remember her?”
He hummed quietly and Alexandria knew he was trying his best to cast his mind back seventeen years or more. “Not really. You know my long-term memory is shit, sorry. I remember you having a friend who was over a lot, but I can’t place Hailey or really anything of consequence. Plus, you know, I was—what? Seven? Eight?”
She heaved a sigh, wondering how much she actually wanted to get into this with him. Even if he couldn’t remember her being friends with Hailey, it wasn’t like he’d forgotten all the details. He never knew them to begin with. She and Hailey always kept things private—their own little world that nobody else entered. Those around them knew they were friends, they were very vocal about the fact that they were best friends, but neither of them had come out to most of the people around them until after school. A couple of their friends had known, and others probably suspected there was more to their friendship, but that was it.
Alexandria’s family had known she was upset at saying goodbye to Hailey when they left sixth form, but they didn’t know the pair had decided to cut contact hard. They didn’t ask about her. They’d been telling Alexandria for years that they’d lose contact when they went to university, so her parents hadn’t been surprised that Alexandria stopped mentioning her, or that they didn’t seem to hang out together during the holidays.
And, for her part, Alexandria had done what she always did with big emotions. She’d bottled them up tight around other people. In moments where she was alone, some of them had escaped, but those feelings, those tears, those emotions were all things she kept to herself. Anything beyond just friendship was something she kept between herself and Hailey.
When they’d agreed to just cut each other off, she’d been too upset, too emotional to even consider what that meant for their contract. It hadn’t come up in their goodbyes. Over the years, she’d thought about it, but she knew it was dead in the water by that point. They couldn’t even talk to each other anymore. They weren’t going to turn thirty-five and suddenly change their lives to go back to living in each other’s pockets.
Except, now, Hailey literally was living in her pocket and Alexandria couldn’t stop the tiny thread in her brain, pulling at her consciousness. They were being forced back together, they were thirty-five, neither appeared to be married… Did it mean something? Was she supposed to tell her brother about it? Was she supposed to get away from it all? Get away from Hailey again?
Whatever it was she was supposed to do, she needed something to tell Daniel. She knew that, even if it was to protect her fragile little heart, her refusal to answer any messages in the group chat the last two days was unconscionably rude. Nothing had been asked of her directly, but the expectation was that you would engage and participate, just as the rest of the group was doing.
She had watched the messages rolling in, knowing she’d have to answer eventually, but she didn’t know how, not when Hailey was there acting as if everything was fine. As if she hadn’t just dragged Alexandria’s carefully constructed heart down with her.
Alexandria knew it wasn’t Hailey’s fault, not really. She was acting like any normal person would in this situation. She was clearly over whatever had happened between them all those years ago. Everything Alexandria was experiencing was on her for not getting over it like she was supposed to. Hell, for all she knew, Hailey could be married after all. She did work in food service, it would make sense if she simply didn’t wear a ring at work.
It would be better if she had a wife. That knowledge of it would crush the tiny, fleeting, foolish hope that was taking root inside Alexandria’s heart at them being brought back together this year.
Maybe she needed that. Maybe she needed to engage just so she could hear Hailey talk about her perfect wife and their perfect life, and then Alexandria could finally put all of this to bed at long last.
She sighed. “I’m sorry, Daniel. I’ll be better in the group. I do want to support you and Esme. She’s really lovely and, while I do think marrying someone you’ve only just met is a little rash, you seem really happy together and I want to be there for you both.”
He hesitated. “I’m glad. You know I’m delighted to have you by my side, but… do you want to tell me what the problem with Hailey is? I might not be able to remember her, but I can tell there’s something going on and I want to help you like you help me. You and me against the world and all that.”
Alexandria smiled sadly. They’d been saying that for years. It was cute when they were younger, but the older they’d gotten, the more Alexandria had realised it was their thing because they didn’t really feel like there was anyone else who had their backs. Their parents loved them, sure, but it wasn’t the kind of support they gave each other. Friends and flings came and went, some were even good and solid, but it still wasn’t the same. Alexandria had, for a time, had Hailey, but then that was gone too.
It was just her and Daniel. But now he had Esme.
And she was still alone.
“We were close,” she finally said, her voice only just loud enough for the phone to pick up. “Really close.”
“Were you a couple?”
“No. Not really.”
He laughed once. “That’s not really an option in dating, Al. You’re either together or you’re not. You can’t be half in and expect it to work. People need to know they matter, that you’re in it with them.”
“Yes, thank you.” She snorted. “Your memory might be shot, but you’re oddly wise, you know that?”
“I do, in fact. Thank you so much.”
She rolled her eyes. He was incorrigible. “We weren’t together. We just… We were the only two out people we knew. A few of our friends came out later, because of course they did, but in school, it was just the two of us. We were practically glued together. And I… I don’t know… I just…” She cleared her throat. It hadn’t just been that they were the only two out people they knew. It would always have been her. “Well, I always…”
“You fancied her?” His tone told Alexandria that he didn’t need an answer. He’d put together the facts as she’d danced around them, not knowing whether she really wanted to tell him what happened.
Of course, that wasn’t nearly the whole story, but it was all she was willing to tell him. She wasn’t about to get into just how in love she’d been with her best friend, how they’d been each other’s first kisses, how they’d made a pact for when they turned thirty-five…
“Yeah. I guess that’s it,” she said with a sigh.
“That’s all it is? That’s why you’ve been ignoring the group chat and why you’ve been so stressed?” He laughed. “Al, that’s nothing. Wow. I’ve been worrying something awful happened.”
Didn’t it?
She pursed her lips. She supposed, on the outside, it didn’t seem like much. It was barely scratching the iceberg of her relationship with Hailey, after all. “Yeah, sorry. I guess that’s it. I’ve just been worrying it would be weird, is all.”
That was the understatement of the century.
Daniel laughed, heaving a breath like a weight had been lifted, and she genuinely felt bad about worrying him. He had enough going on without all of her high school drama.
“Sorry,” he said, still sounding amused. “I really was expecting something worse, so I’m just a little relieved. I totally get why it might be weird for you, but it was a long time ago, you were both kids. I doubt she even knew. Or, if she did, she’s probably forgotten all about it by now. She seemed fine in the group and when we were at Mash-N-Go, right?”
“Yeah.” What else was she going to say? What else could she say?
“You should message her privately,” Daniel said, his tone implying he thought he’d hit upon a genius idea.
“I’m sorry, what?” Alexandria asked, blinking at her wall. How had he gotten there?
“Well, you’re worried about things being weird between you, so just send her a private message, clear the air. I’m sure it will help and then you won’t have to keep worrying about it. It’s not going to come up in the group in front of everyone, you’ll feel better, and we can all get on with celebrating my wedding.”
“Maybe…” Alexandria had no problem setting boundaries and turning people down at work, but, when it came to her brother, that was a whole different story.
“Do it.” She could hear the triumph in his voice like he’d suddenly solved twenty years of pent-up emotions and yearning and heartbreak in one fell swoop. “I look forward to hearing how it goes. And I look forward to seeing you actually talking in the group. So get to it.”
He said goodbye and hung up before she could even reply.
She set her phone back on the counter, momentarily ignoring the notification that told her twelve new messages had come in for the group chat while she’d been on the phone. She’d deal with those in a minute. First, she had to wrap her head around the fact that she was supposed to privately message Hailey. For the first time in years. And Daniel was going to check she’d done it.
Maybe he was right. Maybe Hailey had forgotten everything.
Alexandria wondered whether she should be hoping for that when she knew her heart wouldn’t be able to take it. She should want both of them to have forgotten. She desperately hoped they hadn’t.



Eight
Twenty years ago
 
“My uncle’s getting married,” Hailey said, throwing herself down onto Alexandria’s bed. She stayed over so much that it was almost her bed too. The thought made Alexandria feel a little too warm inside.
“Oh, yes?” she asked, forcing herself to stay on-topic.
“Yeah. My mum reckons he doesn’t really want to.” She shrugged. The movement was awkward with the way she was lying, but the sentiment was conveyed. “She thinks his missus threatened to leave if they didn’t get married and he didn’t want to be back in the dating pool.”
Alexandria lay down gently beside Hailey. “That’s kind of sad to think about. Doesn’t she deserve better than that? Shouldn’t she get to marry someone who wants to marry her? He’s not being very nice, staying with her because he doesn’t want to put in the effort with someone else.” She frowned. She’d never met Hailey’s uncle, but she didn’t love his attitude.
“Yeah.” Hailey sighed heavily, rolling onto her back. “The older we get, the more I think nobody is happily married. It’s all supposed to be for love, but look at the people around us. My parents hate each other and have had the most ridiculous and drawn-out breakup in all of history, I think.”
Alexandria scoffed. She wasn’t sure whether Hailey was entirely correct, but she wasn’t too far off.
Her parents’ breakup had been prolonged and ugly and was leaving them with two kids who weren’t sure they’d even want contact with their parents once they finally did get a divorce. Hailey and Matthew hadn’t told their parents that—Alexandria didn’t blame them—but it was a fact.
Their dad had bought them both new Motorola flip phones so he’d be able to stay in touch with them when he finally moved out but they still didn’t know when that would be, especially since the purchase had enraged Hailey’s mum. She was convinced he was now trying to buy their love and take them away from her. So, they stayed in the same cramped, terraced house. Hailey had been moved to the box room so their dad could sleep in the same room as Matthew, and their parents continued to row and fight and basically make life miserable for everyone involved.
Hailey really might have a point about marriage.
“Then there’s my uncle, getting married not because he’s in love and wants to tell the world that he’s going to love his wife forever, but because he’s too chickenshit to let her go and date other people.” She looked at Alexandria. “And then there’s your parents. I don’t get them at all. They might love each other, but it’s in such a businesslike way that I’m never really sure.”
Part of Alexandria wanted to argue, wanted to believe in something good, but Hailey wasn’t wrong. Her parents weren’t especially affectionate, even with each other. There was probably respect and love. Maybe? Things weren’t anything like Hailey’s house, but it wasn’t some great love story here, either. She hummed. “Yeah, I guess it isn’t like in the films. It’s definitely not like love in the songs.”
“Exactly. And that’s what it should be like.” She jumped up, shaking her head, to grab the Discman from on top of Alexandria's chest of drawers. “It should be marrying your best friend, and wanting to spend time with them every day. It should be that one person you can’t wait to talk to, the one you hate being away from for long periods of time simply because life is better when they’re around. It should be the person you don’t want to live without, not the person you think you can put up with just because they’re there.”
Alexandria rolled over onto her stomach, watching Hailey rifle through CDs for the one she wanted. She was fairly sure it was going to be a mix they’d made together or that Hailey had gifted her, and she was excited to see which one it was, but she was also distracted by Hailey. Her words, her conviction, her beauty…
She knew she shouldn’t think those things about her best friend, but Hailey was the most beautiful person she’d ever seen. She was all of the things Hailey thought your spouse should be, and so much more.
She wondered whether she should be more upset to find herself in love with her best friend. She’d been wondering that since she realised but she couldn’t change it, even as she worried about her safety and the kind of life she’d live if she ended up with a woman—would people attack her? Would they disown her? Would things be hard every day?
Or would it be like this? Would it be happiness and beauty and talking about everything, all the time?
On some level, she supposed she was thankful to Rhys Alwin and his deeply uncomfortable crush on her. His waxing lyrical about it had, after all, clued her into her own feelings and the fact that all of the things he said he felt about her were things she felt about Hailey. She was still pretty sure she liked boys, too, but it was undeniable that the person she liked the most was Hailey. The person she wanted to kiss was Hailey. The person she wanted to be around all the time, the one she missed, the one who made her heart pound impossibly fast was Hailey. And, other than worrying about keeping it quiet to save their friendship, she hadn’t felt particularly upset about it. It was unfortunate, falling for her straight best friend, but it was magic, too. She felt alive and comfortable and accepted, even if she wasn’t out yet, even to Hailey.
Maybe one day she’d be ready to tell her. For now, she worried that Hailey would ask her how she’d figured out she was bi and she had no idea how she’d get through explaining that without owning up to her enormous crush.
Hailey flopped back down on the bed beside her, handing her one of the earphones that connected to the Discman. Alexandria felt herself blushing as she took it. They listened to music together all the time, but, when it was just the two of them, lying down together, sharing a set of earphones, something inside Alexandria burned. It had been a confusing and unfamiliar feeling at first. Now, she understood it better, but it still made her feel weird—tingly, floaty, flying, electric.
“You know,” Hailey said as the first song kicked in, “we’d have a better marriage than any of the married people around us.”
Alexandria felt like her insides had fallen out of her body. She heard her heart pounding in her ears. The music felt far away, but not so far away that she hadn’t recognised it as possibly the most romantic CD Hailey had ever made for her. A recent gift and one Alexandria tended to put on, through her headphones, late at night, in the dark, under her covers where she’d think of Hailey and blush bright red as her heart thought only of how Hailey was everything to her that the singers sang about. And that didn’t help.
Her mind fought to make sense of Hailey’s statement. How many ways were there to interpret that? If she went with the wrong one, that would be embarrassing and she’d potentially have outed herself. That would not be okay. When she got around to telling Hailey she was bi, she wasn’t going to do it when they were lying in bed together, discussing marriage, and listening to romantic songs. She could only imagine how awkward and uncomfortable that might make Hailey.
“Uh, how do you mean?” she finally murmured, trying desperately to prevent her voice from wobbling.
Hailey tilted her head to the side, smiling softly at her. It was almost too much for Alexandria. They’d watched enough films and TV shows to see this move a million times and the couple always liked each other. They usually ended up kissing.
Alexandria could almost cry with how much she wanted that with Hailey.
“Well,” Hailey said, still grinning, “you’re my best friend, we see each other all the time, you’re my favourite person ever… I think we’d be mint at being married. Loads better than my mum and dad, or Uncle Gregg, or your parents.”
Breathing was hard to do when it felt like your insides were exploding, Alexandria was realising. She tried hard to keep her body under control but her best friend, who she was in love with, was talking about the two of them being married and being good at it. How was she supposed to feel anything other than overwhelmed? She felt like she had spun straight off her axis and off into the middle of nowhere, but, it turned out, the middle of nowhere had everything she’d ever wanted.
“Plus,” Hailey continued, clearly unaware of what she was doing to Alexandria, “grown-ups are always going on about how they’re busy, there’s no time for stuff. It’s such a lie. Like, yeah, they’ve got work and everything, but we’ve got school. We’ve got school, and homework, and clubs, and our parents telling us to do stuff, and we still find time together. I just don’t think they’re trying hard enough. They’re always calling us lazy, but we’re not the ones neglecting our… best friends and stuff.”
Alexandria could barely make sense of what was being said. She knew she was supposed to respond but no words presented themselves.
Hailey was talking like they were… together.
Her hands felt awkward and she had no idea what to do with her arms. Was she too close to Hailey? Had she been this physically aware of herself just a moment ago? Why wouldn’t her limbs cooperate? Why was her tongue suddenly too big for her own mouth?
What was Hailey getting at?
She hummed, not sure what else to do. It wasn’t like she disagreed. She knew adults were busy, but, if she were lucky enough to be married to Hailey, she’d never stop making time for her, no matter what came up.
Hailey looked at her, grinning and expectant. “Maybe we should get married to each other.”
The breath Alexandria was in the middle of taking suddenly became solid. It lodged in her throat and chest, taking up space she didn’t have and hurting. She choked on it, feeling her face go red. “You think we should get married?” she spluttered.
“Why not?” Hailey giggled. “We love each other, we’re best friends. I think we’d be good at it. More people should marry their best friend, you know? Best friend marriages. I’m making it a thing.”
They probably don’t work that well when one of you is actually in love with the other, Alexandria thought to herself, a little bitterly. She really needed to get a hold of herself.
She looked at Hailey, who was still grinning like she’d hit upon a genius idea rather than a way to torture Alexndaria’s heart. “We’re fifteen.”
“I know that,” she laughed, sitting up and pausing the CD. “But we won’t always be.”
“It’s not even legal for two women to get married to each other,” Alexandria muttered, not sure she kept the anger out of her voice.
“Not yet,” Hailey said, her voice sing-songy and hopeful.
It was like she was dangling all of the things Alexandria wanted for her life in one night—for everyone to be able to marry the person they loved; for a marriage that was filled with everything good and wonderful; for her to be with her best friend and the person she loved most in the world.
Part of her brain was aware that this was kind of an odd conversation for a straight girl to be having with her best friend who was also a girl, but she was so muddled by her emotions and Hailey’s proximity that she was sure she was reading too much into it. Hailey probably really did just mean spending your life with your best friend platonically.
Honestly, Alexandria wouldn’t say no to that either. She didn’t need it to be anything more than what they already had. Romance and love and a relationship would be amazing, but forever with Hailey, however it looked, would be enough.
“We should do it,” Hailey said, clapping her hands on her knees.
“Do what?”
“We should make a plan to get married.”
“Hilarious,” Alexandria replied, knowing her usual edge was missing and fighting to stop her eyes from welling up. This was all too much. She wasn’t sure if it was a joke designed to make fun of her, or a joke just to kill time, or whether it was something best friends just did—she’d never had a best friend like this before—but all of it was messing with her heart.
“I’m serious,” Hailey insisted, reaching to pull a pad of paper and a pen over. “Not right now because we’re fifteen and it’s illegal—which is such bullshit, by the way. People should be able to marry whoever they want. It’s not like straight people are getting it right every time.”
Alexandria let out a slightly hysterical laugh. She supposed she didn’t have to worry about Hailey abandoning her when she came out. She’d never actually been worried about that—only that her crush might ruin things—but it was still nice to get confirmation.
Nice and terrifying and wonderful and overwhelming and a million other things Alexandria didn’t have words for.
“When?” she whispered eventually, wondering whether she was giving herself away too much.
Hailey’s smile got even wider. She was really pretty all the time but especially when she was smiling. “In twenty years?” she asked with a one-shoulder shrug. “That gives us time to see if we find other people we want to marry. It also gives them more than enough time to make marriage legal for everyone.”
“Yes,” Alexandria blurted, too eager, too emotional, too happy.
Too hurt.
She couldn’t imagine ever wanting anyone like she wanted Hailey. She was never going to find anyone else she liked this much. How could she want to marry anyone else when Hailey was already perfect? And the idea of Hailey ending up with someone else… Well, that hurt more than anything. Of course, she wanted her friend to be happy, but… it was her and Hailey…
Maybe it would be okay. If she agreed to Hailey’s proposal, they’d only have to make it through twenty years and then they could get married. Twenty years wasn’t that long, was it? She’d already been alive for fifteen. She could make it twenty years waiting for Hailey. It would be worth it. And even if they only got married as friends, at least they’d be together and married.
Married. She could be married to Hailey… That was the best thing ever.
“What are you doing?” she asked, watching Hailey writing in the notepad she’d grabbed.
Hailey laughed. “Writing a contract.”
“A contract?”
“Yes. For our wedding.”
“Oh, my god,” Alexandria whispered. She was dying. At fifteen. Which was a terrible idea because she needed to make it to thirty-five so she could marry Hailey.
Hailey smirked up at her and Alexandria was worried she’d given herself away and Hailey knew exactly what she was thinking. But she didn’t say anything. She handed a sheet of paper to Alexandria—one copy of the contract. “We’ve got to get it down on paper so we know it’s real. Nobody can argue it then. And if it’s still illegal for two women to get married when we’re thirty-five, well, we’ll show them our contract and argue that they have to let us get married because we have a contract.”
“I’m not sure that’s how it works.” Alexandria heard how wobbly and weak her voice was. She was grateful Hailey either didn’t notice or didn’t comment.
“Tough shit. That’s how it works now.” She handed Alexandria the pen. “We have a contract and, if neither of us is married to someone else by then, in twenty years, we’re getting married and we’ll be official best friends forever.”
“Sure. Forever…” She stared at the contract Hailey had written out. The Contract of the Davis-Daleys, as she’d titled it. “Your surname cannot be Daley. Hailey Daley? It’s ridiculous.”
Hailey laughed. “Hailey Daley is an amazing name. It makes me sound famous, but don’t worry, that’s why we’re hyphenating. Now, sign.”
Alexandria felt like this was their wedding. Her hand shook as she moved to sign her name on the dotted line Hailey had drawn, first on her own copy and then on Hailey’s.
Logically, she knew it wasn’t real. Hailey was just being funny. She’d lose the contract in a few days, never mention it again, and Alexandria would nurse her broken heart for a few weeks and finally get over Hailey.
But what if she kept it? What if they did get married in twenty years? They’d be friends forever, of course, so what if they did just keep moving towards their thirty-fifth birthdays and just… got married?
Hailey signed both of the contracts before carefully placing hers into a plastic wallet and storing it in her bag. Alexandria stared at her own for a moment longer before slipping it into her bedside table.
Hailey smiled triumphantly and placed her hands on her hips. “Great. Well, I’ll see you at our wedding in twenty years, Mrs. Davis-Daley.” 



Nine
Present day
 
Hailey slid the old plastic wallet around her coffee table using the tip of one finger. She shouldn’t have taken it out, not really. She was just tormenting herself. It—and she—would have been better off if she’d just left it in that box in the attic, the one she pretended not to know it was in.
Instead, she’d let her mind wander to it a million times over the last few days. Honestly, she’d been letting her mind wander to it for months, ever since thirty-five had been looming. So, when her phone had dinged with a message from Alexandria, rather than Esme or Dan as she’d been expecting, ignoring it any longer had been a lost cause. She had half-panicked at Alexandria’s name on the alert, jumped out of her seat, and found herself clambering up into the dusty attic before she’d given it a second thought. She hadn’t even read the message before she was tearing the lid off the box in question and fishing through it for the plastic wallet with the twenty-year-old, fake contract in it.
She didn’t know why she’d kept it. Well, she did, but she liked to pretend she didn’t. Things were easier if she pretended not to know, if she acted like it was a coincidence that she still had it, like it had been thrown in a box and forgotten long ago. As it probably should have been.
It was embarrassing to look at these days. Back when she’d written it, when she was still just a kid, she’d known it was silly, something they were probably too old to be doing at fifteen, but she’d liked the momentary hope it gave her. She liked the way Alexandria had become so flustered over it, too. That had given her hope her feelings might be reciprocated, even just for a minute.
When she had left the Daley household with it tucked safely in her bag, she had been certain Alexandria was going to throw hers away in no time, because really, who held onto contracts their teenage self made to marry their best friend?
Hailey, apparently.
For whatever reason, over the years, through moving houses and jobs and the changing seasons of life, she had never gotten rid of it. She didn’t look at it often, but it stayed with her. The last vestige of hope that Alexandria might come back to her, that they might still have something.
Well, she’s back.
She wasn’t back for Hailey, though. She was back for her brother, of course, and it was just beyond bad luck that she was back when they were both thirty-five. It was even worse that a wedding was what had brought them back together. This was supposed to be the year they got married, not the year they awkwardly helped Alexandria’s brother get married to Hailey’s friend.
How was Dan even old enough to get married? It felt like only yesterday that he’d been toddling around the Daley household while Hailey trailed after the best friend she was in love with. It made her feel old. Though time was good for one thing—it might not have erased Alexandria for her but she didn’t feel so desperately sad at the loss of her relationship with Matt anymore. It was sad, but even being around Alexandria and Dan and their sibling dynamic wasn’t hurting Hailey in the way she knew it might have once.
Not for the first time, she wondered whether, if she’d simply been honest about why she was so eager to marry Alexandria, they’d still be friends. Would they have been something more? If she’d come right out and said she was looking for a way to be with Alexandria forever, would they have gotten married? Would Dan have spent years being Hailey’s brother too? Would the pain of mostly cutting off her family have healed quicker because she and Alexandria would have built a new one together?
Still spinning the document on the table, she finally opened the message.
In another foolish decision, ridiculously designed to save face, she’d been acting like her usual self in the group chat. Or, she’d been acting as close to her usual self as she could while knowing Alexandria was seeing all her messages. She’d decided that, if she didn’t want to have to explain to Esme and Dan, she needed to be her usual self. And, if she did that, perhaps Alexandria would simply forget everything that had happened between them.
From her reaction at Mash-N-Go, she hadn’t forgotten Hailey entirely, but she’d probably forgotten most things. Hopefully, she’d forgotten the contract and the horror of them being brought back together in this of all years.
But then, she hadn’t responded to a single message in the group for two days. She’d seen them, but she hadn’t engaged once. And that worried Hailey.
Alexandria was prompt, reliable, and quick to get back to people. She did not sit on messages for two days for no reason.
The reason was obviously Hailey and however much Alexandria remembered. Hailey wished she could wash it all away—not for herself, just for Alexandria, so they could pretend nothing had happened. She needed those memories for herself. And so, Hailey had become a more exaggerated version of herself to make everything okay. She’d been way more enthusiastic about flowers than she ever had in her life. She’d talked at length about topping combinations for the catering. As if she didn’t already know exactly the kind of set up that would suit Esme. She’d been Hailey turned up to the max.
But it wasn’t enough.
Alexandria had messaged her. Outside the group. Something that was both never supposed to happen and, simultaneously, the thing she wanted more desperately than anything else in her life.
She stared at the message for several minutes before she snorted. It was so Alexandria—proper and to the point and probably nervous, and desperate to know whether they could just ignore the last twenty-four years.
Hey. Yeah, we can act like nothing is weird, like we don’t have any history. It is your brother’s wedding. I’m not looking to start any drama. See you in the group chat, Hailey replied.
This was Alexandria who barely knew her, Alexandria who wasn’t comfortable and relaxed around her. This was Alexandria long before they’d kissed and signed a contract to get married.
And it was Alexandria long after that too, apparently.
Hailey hated it. She understood it, but she hated it. She wanted her Alexandria back. She wanted to know how she was supposed to get through a month of wedding planning with this distant version of Alexandria.
She wanted to know how she was ever supposed to get over Alexandria.
Even distant and stressed and formal, she still loved Alexandria. She loved her always. When she was there, when she was gone, when she was half in the doorway—the one between what they had been and what they were, between the life they could have had and the one they turned their backs on. Hailey loved her. It didn’t matter that things were different now. Deep down, Alexandria was still the same person she had always been. She was still smart and funny and private and loving and so ridiculously beautiful in every way a person could be beautiful. Even if she was holding Hailey at a distance and pretending they didn’t know each other, pretending they hadn’t kissed or been in love, she was still the whole world. And Hailey really wanted to know who she was now. She wanted to be back in that tiny inner circle. She wanted to see all of the ways Alexandria had grown and changed and evolved over the years, and all the ways she’d stayed the same.
Thank you, the reply from Alexandria said. I recognise that it’s an awkward situation for us both and I appreciate your cooperation.
Had she been asked, Hailey would have guessed that having Alexandria speak to her like an employee she barely knew would have stung. Badly. And it did, a little, but that wasn’t nearly the whole story. It amused her, this insight into Alexandria still being the exact same person she’d always been.
And there was something more. Something complicated and potentially dangerous. It lit a spark inside Hailey, one she wanted to chase.
This was Alexandria’s tone when she was stressed. If she was this bothered by Hailey, that meant she still cared, still felt something. It meant Hailey still had an impact on her, and she couldn’t help but wonder whether it might be the same type of impact that Alexandria had on her. After all, Hailey still cared. She was still bothered and flustered by Alexandria. They exhibited it very differently, but it was still there.
And she still hoped they might one day find their way back to each other. Was it possible Alexandria felt the same way? Was it possible this odd little rushed wedding was exactly that?
She needed a second opinion.
Much like the rest of her friends, she wasn’t really one for talking on the phone, but desperate times…
She leaned back on the sofa, pulling her feet up onto the coffee table and carefully avoiding the marriage contract, as the call rang in her ear.
“Ahh, the inimitable Hailey Davis,” Farid said when he answered the phone. “Of course.”
She paused, frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Oh, nothing at all,” he replied, faux-innocent and not convincing her for even one second. She’d be lying if she said she preferred his shy personality from school, but that didn’t mean she liked this cheek. “What can I do for you this fine Tuesday evening?”
“I need… advice? Help?”
“Is that a question?” He sounded far too amused for her liking. Hailey was certain she was missing something, and that she’d feel like a fool once it all made sense.
“I don’t know.” She huffed. This was not how she’d been expecting this to go. “It’s just…”
He let the silence hang for a moment but, when it became evident that Hailey didn’t have words for what it was just, he said, in a lofty voice, “Let me take a guess. Could it be our dear friend Alexandria Daley, by any chance?”
Hailey’s breath caught. “How could you possibly know that?”
“I have my ways,” he replied cryptically.
“You’re not a bloody magician, Farid. What’s going on?”
He breathed a laugh. “I might have heard on the grapevine that you two recently ran into each other and that it might have been… a touch awkward.”
“First of all, that’s a massive understatement,” Hailey said, scouring her brain for who he could possibly have heard that from. There was nobody at Mash-N-Go on Sunday that knew the three of them. “And secondly, who the hell did you hear that from?”
“I told you, I have my sources.” He laughed, clearly enjoying her frustration. “More importantly, how are you doing with it?”
She groaned, dropping her head into her chest. “Not great, honestly.”
“I’m sure. You two have so much history, you never really got over her, you’re both fools who thought cutting the other off was what you needed, but instead, you’ve spent the last seventeen years pining for one another. And you’re back together now, neither of you in a relationship, planning a wedding together…”
That was a lot of very specific information. Sure, some of it had come from her and Alexandria when they were younger, but the rest… “Farid, I swear. How the fuck—” She broke off, feeling the colour drain from her face and a chill run through her whole body. “She told you. You’re still in touch.”
“Well, yes,” Farid replied, sounding somewhere between glad she’d finally figured it out and wondering how it had taken her so long. “We were good friends back then. And you and I stayed in touch, so it’s not that weird, is it?”
“You and I both still live in the same town. We run into each other sometimes. We went to the same uni. But you’re still friends with her?”
“Of course I am. We were friends, we did similar degrees, and we stayed in touch. And now she works for the Office for National Statistics, of course we’re still in touch. Even if we weren’t friends, we’d come into contact through work.”
“You’re still friends,” Hailey repeated, stunned. Not because it was odd, more because it made perfect sense and yet she’d never heard anything about it.
Farid let out a heavy sigh. “You two are ridiculous, cutting each other off the way you did. And you don’t seem at all surprised about where she works, so I’m guessing you already knew. I’m also guessing you knew before she wandered back into your life. So, in case you’re wondering, yes, she’s now aware that you run a mashed potato bar, are happy doing it, and she seems to think it suits you, though I doubt she’d ever admit that out loud. Because you’re both beyond frustrating. And yes, we’re still friends.”
“Why did you never mention it?”
“I never mentioned either of you to the other. You said you wanted a clean break, that you were heading off on different paths and that was the only way. I was a slightly nervous kid who didn’t know any better, so I just went along with it, no matter what I thought. After a while, it was clear you were both really trying to get over one another and it wasn’t going very well. It was best to just follow your leads, so I never mentioned it. I didn’t think you’d want to know.”
She shouldn’t have wanted to know. If she’d known, getting over Alexandria would have been a million times harder than it already was. Especially if she knew Alexandria was struggling too. But then, who was she kidding? She hadn’t gotten over Alexandria yet. She doubted she ever would. If she’d known Farid was in contact with them both, would she have done things differently? Would she have asked him to give Alexandria a message? Would she have heard when Alexandria finally got over her? Would she have let it go that far?
She wasn’t sure.
“You okay over there?” Farid asked when she didn’t speak for several minutes.
“Yes. No.” She groaned. “I don’t know. What do I do?”
“Do you want my actual answer or the answer I think you want me to give?”
She huffed. “Your actual answer.”
“Talk to her. She’s not going away. Both in terms of this wedding, but also in terms of how you feel about her. The least you can do, for yourself, is talk to her. Get to know her again. See if there’s something there.”
“But she’s not interested. We went our separate ways.”
“I don’t know if that’s you fishing for information or whether you believe that. All I’ll say is that I’m not telling either of you what’s going on with the other, but I will tell you that you need to talk to her.”
Hailey pouted. “Can we go back and get the answer I want to hear?”
“No,” he laughed. “Because even if we did that, you’d still know, deep in your heart, that this is what you want and need. You’ve been running away from her for twenty years, maybe it’s time to stop running?” 



Ten
Present day
 
“Thank you so much for coming,” Daniel said, looking desperate as Alexandria climbed into the passenger seat of his car. It had been a long time since she’d seen him like that and it was unsettling. Sure, he was the member of the Daley family most inclined to wear his emotions on his sleeve, but he was generally a happy-go-lucky kind of guy. It was odd to see him so distressed, but it was exactly that desperation that had gotten her on the train heading back to Newell.
He had called early this morning, waking Alexandria up from her well-earned Sunday morning lie-in, half-frantic, and begging her to jump on the first train she could to be there. Initially, she’d thought someone had died, but it quickly became apparent they hadn’t died—they just might be about to.
“Please, Al—Alexandria—I need you here. Mum’s been making such snide comments about the wedding and I know she’s only agreed to go dress shopping with Esme because she wants to talk her out of it.” He had sighed heavily. “She wasn’t even invited. I don’t know how she found out that Esme was going today, but she’s insisting and I need you there, please.”
Between the use of her actual name and her confusion about the fact that her mother was up before six am on a Sunday morning, demanding to go dress shopping for a wedding she didn’t even want to happen, Alexandria had been swayed. She knew Daniel was right. Their mother wasn’t going along for anything close to a positive reason.
It was only once she was on the train—making another trip back far too soon for her liking—that she realised she hadn’t factored in whether she would run into Hailey.
In the two weeks since she’d been back home and she’d had Daniel on the phone telling her to play nice with Hailey, she’d done her best. She’d sent Hailey the world’s most awkward message asking that they pretend they didn’t have a history. She’d been grateful when Hailey agreed. And she’d painfully gone into the group chat every day like her almost-ex wasn’t on her mind every second of the day.
Daniel wanted to see her talking in the group chat. He wanted to see her playing nice for his wedding. And so, she’d taken the incredibly adult way out of the situation and pretended it wasn’t happening with Hailey.
She interacted in the group, she replied and gave opinions, and she even responded to things Hailey said—but only in the group. Each time her stomach clenched when a notification from Hailey came in, she took a deep breath, shook it off, and replied as if she weren’t talking to Hailey Davis. And, for the most part, Hailey seemed to be following her lead. There had been a couple of times Hailey had gotten a little too bold for Alexandria’s liking and had referenced something from their past, but she’d always done it in a way that didn’t allow Alexandria to call her out. Not that she would, anyway, but Hailey was walking the line between overt and plausible deniability, and the only one who knew she was doing it was Alexandria. It was infuriating.
Alexandria had even changed Hailey’s contact in her phone to a name that felt more appropriate and which inspired the correct feelings of disdain. As opposed to whatever it was that ‘Hailey Davis’ had been inspiring.
It was helping. Sort of. But now, she was back in Newell and they were close together again. Pretending not to care about her, to be entirely indifferent, was all good and well through a text message. How was she supposed to pull that off in person? Perhaps she could just ignore her for the most part? Perhaps she could put on an expression of neutral disinterest? Perhaps she wouldn’t even see her? Alexandria was only here for a couple of hours for wedding dress shopping. How likely was it that Esme would be bringing her boss, who was also her wedding caterer, to try on dresses? That wasn’t protocol at all.
Daniel pulled the car up outside his flat and texted Esme that they were there. Their mother was apparently making her own way to the first shop. Alexandria wondered whether that was his choice or hers.
“You’ll try to keep Mum busy?” he said, looking urgently at Alexandria as they waited for Esme to join them.
“Of course.”
“And you’ll intervene if she tries to say something horrible about the wedding or the dress or Esme?” He looked so sad, it broke Alexandria's heart. He usually allowed their mum’s nonsense to roll off his back. If it bothered him this much, it was either really bad or really upsetting Esme. Or both. And Alexandria didn’t like that at all.
“I’ll do everything I can to keep her quiet and Esme happy, I promise.” She meant it. This day was not supposed to be their mother’s. Her opinion on any of it, no matter how forcefully given, was entirely irrelevant.
Alexandria wished she were surprised that their mum was giving up a whole afternoon of her time to do this, but she’d seen her at dinner, and she’d heard from Daniel how many times he’d been called to their parents’ house for dinner and an intervention in the last two weeks.
She wondered when their parents might give up. They were halfway to the wedding already. It wasn’t going anywhere, and Daniel and Esme seemed happy. Yes, it was quick, but what did it matter, really?
Alexandria spotted Esme walking towards them, her long, flowy dress billowing behind her in the wind and seeming somewhat unseasonal for late October, but it felt very her.
She jumped out of the car, holding the passenger seat door for Esme.
“Alexandria!” Esme beamed, giving her a quick hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
“Me too,” Alexandria said, not going into details. Esme didn’t need to know that she was most glad to be there to protect Esme from her mother. Though, she couldn’t help but wonder whether Daniel and Esme were both using her full name as some sort of bribe for her presence. Whatever it was, she wasn’t questioning it. There were far too many other things to worry about. And she’d have come no matter what they called her. Not that she’d tell them that, though.
She clambered into the back of the small car as Esme got into the front and scooted her chair forward a little to give Alexandria more leg space. It wasn’t much, but she appreciated it.
“I’m really scared your mum’s going to be angry with me,” Esme said nervously, shifting in her seat to look back at Alexandria as best she could, as Daniel pulled away and set off for the town centre. “I think she has ideas about what a wedding is supposed to look like, what the dress should be like, what I should be like… I don’t think she’s going to like what I’m looking to wear.”
Alexandria’s heart gave an unpleasant tug. She hadn’t known Esme for very long, but she knew she was usually sunshine incarnate. And, even if they’d never met, deep down, she’d have known Esme would be like that. She was exactly the type of person Alexandria had always imagined Daniel would marry, exactly the kind of person that matched him.
Of course, she had a lifelong crush on Hailey and they were nothing alike on the surface, but still…
She mustered a wide smile. “What kind of dress are you hoping for?”
Esme smiled shyly. “Well, obviously not one that’s like… tailored to me and stuff. We don’t have time for that. They’re very pretty, but they’re not very me, you know?”
Alexandria nodded. She could see that. There were a million kinds of wedding dresses out there and, probably, something for everyone, but something about Esme felt wilder and freer than your average wedding dress. Plus, they had a time crunch. Alexandria would probably have died if it were two weeks before her wedding and she didn’t have an outfit.
“I think something flowy,” Esme said, staring dreamily into the middle distance. Alexandria would take that. If she knew what they were looking for and Esme was focused on having a great day rather than her future mother-in-law, they were off to a good start. “And I think something with colour. White dresses are really pretty, but I think I want something bright or patterned. Maybe flowers. Something bright. That’ll stand out so nicely in November too.”
“It will definitely do that,” Alexandria said, smiling without having to try. If Daniel had taken her to a traditional wedding dress boutique and asked her to pick out a dress for Esme, she knew she’d have looked for something flowing, a little different, floral, and colourful. It was the perfect idea for her.
Alexandria just had to keep her mother on side and prevent her from trying to get Esme into something that had dropped in from the Victorian era—fine for those who wanted that. Absolutely not Esme’s style.
Or worse, talking her out of the wedding altogether.
Weren’t Sundays supposed to be relaxing? Wedding planning was a nightmare. She suddenly saw the benefit of condensing it into thirty-two days.
They arrived in a fancier part of the city centre on a street lined with places to buy formal wear and designer goods. Alexandria jumped out of the car to give them a minute. Her mother loved this street but she was certain to have complaints about it today.
“Okay,” Esme said, stepping out beside her and slipping an arm through one of Alexandria’s, pressing the two of them together. Whether it was for warmth, comfort, or both, Alexandria wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t going to argue. They were a united front today. And every day moving forward. Daniel might be a little impulsive, but he’d found someone he loved and who seemed to adore him too, and that was more than enough for Alexandria. As it should be for their mother.
“Great,” she said, momentarily squeezing Esme’s arm tighter to hers. She wasn’t this person usually. She wasn’t touchy-feely and soft and close with people she’d just met. She was, however, good at anticipating people’s needs and understanding what they wanted. It wasn’t often she was willing to give it if they wanted more of her than she was comfortable giving, but with Esme, she felt okay. It was like Esme was just another part of Daniel. Like they really were two parts of the same whole. She shook her head wondering when she’d gotten so sappy. “Where are we starting?”
“Oh, right up here,” Esme giggled, pulling Alexandria forward to where a woman even tinier than her was waiting.
It did not take the haphazard and excited introductions for Alexandria to figure out this was Esme’s mum, Mrs. Thompson. She was shorter and stockier than Esme, but no less floaty and feminine and excitable. Alexandria watched them hugging each other hard as she took in Mrs. Thompson’s entirely purple outfit—including winter coat and boots. She and her daughter looked like they had come from entirely different seasons and fallen through time to meet each other here, in autumn. For which neither had dressed.
“Alexandria,” Mrs. Thompson gushed as she pulled Alexandria into a tight, motherly hug. “It’s so nice to meet you, finally. I’ve heard so much about you.”
“It’s nice to meet you too, Mrs. Thompson,” Alexandria replied, attempting to fight off the way her body wanted to stiffen at being embraced by a stranger. She wondered about the Thompson family’s perception of time. Could you finally meet someone you’d only known existed for, at most, three and a half months?
“Oh, please, call me Celia,” Mrs. Thompson said, stepping back and reaching up to take Alexandria’s face in her hands like an adoring mother looking at her own child.
Alexandria swallowed repeatedly, blinking against the cold and the tears threatening to fill her eyes. What was it with this family that just sucked her in and made her feel so mushy inside? She didn’t understand it. She wasn’t sure whether she liked it or not.
She couldn’t remember the last time her mum had held her like that. That just wasn’t the way their family worked. But it clearly was the way the Thompsons did.
As Mrs. Thompson—Celia—let her go, she could finally see it, properly see it—why Daniel had fallen for Esme so quickly, why they were getting married after only a few months, all of the reasons they weren’t doing the formal wedding their own mum wanted. She’d shown up today ready to fight to protect Esme, to hopefully help her mum see that Daniel was happy, but she was now fired up in an entirely different way. When you looked at them together, when you let them in, it made sense. Her whole life was about analysing the data, finding the patterns, considering the likely outcomes, and Daniel and Esme just defied the odds. They were going to get married quickly and live happily ever after.
“Alexandria? What are you doing here?” her mother said from behind her, clearly surprised and, perhaps, a little annoyed.
“Wedding dress shopping with Esme,” she replied, knowing full well her mother would think that a facetious answer. She smiled brightly as if there were nothing amiss.
“So great having all the girls together,” Celia said after greeting Susan. She beamed at the three of them like they were old friends. “Shall we get started?”
“Yes,” Esme squealed, bouncing up and down before leading them towards the shop’s door.
Alexandria looked at her mum, who looked like a deer in headlights. “Ready?”
She narrowed her eyes, looking at Alexandria. “This isn’t even a wedding dress shop.”
Alexandria suppressed a quirk of her lip at the way Susan’s words popped. Her mother was incredibly predictable. So was she, in many ways, but at least she was on Daniel’s side. Their parents would say they were too, but it wasn’t real. They wanted what they thought their children should be, instead of who they were.
Her mum walked into the shop ahead of her, muttering about weddings and standards, and Alexandria sucked in a huge, deep breath for strength. It was going to take a lot of work, in a very short amount of time, to win her mother over. If they even could. But at least it was just the four of them. Concentrating on her mum would be a hell of a lot easier without Hailey being there, after all.



Eleven
Present day
 
Hailey charged through the door faster than she’d ever entered a clothing shop in her life. She liked shopping, but she was never in this much of a rush to do it. However, she was here for Esme and she only had an hour for lunch, so she had to be quick.
It was one of those stores with a floor so polished that it looked wet and, if you looked at it for too long, you’d fall over from convincing yourself you were slipping in puddles. Plus, it happened to actually be slippery enough to fall on.
She rounded another tall rack of pristine, glittering dresses and collided with a soft, warm body. Her shoes squeaked, loud and uncomfortable on the overly-buffed floor, and she winced. It didn’t take the voice immediately apologising or the look up at her face to know it was Alexandria. Even if they’d been apart for seventeen years, she’d still know that woman anywhere.
“I’m so sorry. So, so sorry,” Alexandria said, rubbing her chin and righting herself. “I wasn’t expecting to…”
What she was and wasn’t expecting, however, Hailey didn’t get to hear, because Alexandria looked up, registered who it was, and promptly trailed off, her mouth opening and closing in a very un-Alexandria way.
It was unfair that she was still so beautiful. Of course she was, she always had been, but they were playing this ridiculous game of pretending not to know each other. Or pretending they didn’t have history. Hailey didn’t know which one it was. Alexandria had just taken a lead in their shared group chat and, as always, Hailey had followed along like a lovesick puppy. She’d been having some fun of her own with it, dropping in references—mostly musical—to things she knew only Alexandria would get, but so far, the woman hadn’t wavered. She’d said nothing. She acted like she hadn’t noticed anything amiss. It was infuriating in a very Alexandria way.
But here she was, in front of Hailey, looking perfect and beautiful and flustered. It was cute. And she couldn’t hide things from Hailey in person nearly as well as she could in texts.
She shook her head and began patting herself down, looking around on the floor.
“Are you okay…?” Hailey asked, her brow furrowing. Had she caused enough of an injury to confuse Alexandria? Was it possible she’d gotten a concussion from their run-in?
If she needed to go to the hospital, would she let Hailey go with her?
Seventeen years later and Hailey wasn’t any better at seeing Alexandria hurt and not wanting to fix the world for her immediately.
“My phone…” Alexandria said, her voice taut. “I must have dropped—”
“Here it is,” Hailey said, spotting it under one of the racks of flowing dresses and reaching underneath them to grab it.
“Oh, you don’t need to—”
Hailey stood back up, staring at the screen that had lit up upon her touching it. She’d spotted Alexandria’s red face and she now wondered whether it was just them running into each other or whether she’d known Hailey was going to see her screen.
On her way to the shop, Hailey had sent off a text to the group, telling them she’d be there soon. It was an odd choice since they hadn’t discussed it in the group previously. Esme had talked to her about it in person and then tagged her in an Instagram post showing Esme holding a handful of dresses and telling Hailey to hurry up and get down here. She wasn’t sure why she’d chosen to reply in the group, except that it had to do with Alexandria.
Hailey hadn’t known she’d be here, it was more the drive that had taken root in her stomach, the one that wanted Alexandria to know what she was doing, to pay attention to her.
Well, she was paying attention to her now.
“You have me saved in your phone as ‘The Bane of My Existence’?” she asked, laughing and looking up at Alexandria. It was a question, but a redundant one, and they both knew it. She was looking at the notification for her message written across Alexandria’s phone. There was no denying that was how Alexandria had her saved.
Alexandria blushed even harder, spluttering in a way Hailey hadn’t seen from her in a very long time. Well, she hadn’t seen anything from her—spluttering or otherwise—in a very long time, but it had been a minute since Alexandria had been this uncomfortable around her. Hailey didn’t like it. Nor did she really like the saved name.
She laughed it off because it was her, and she was supposed to, and this whole thing was awkward enough without her acting hurt. Somewhere deep inside, though, she knew it wasn’t all bad. “I guess I’m glad you still have feelings for me, even if they’re a little less… favourable these days.”
Because that was it, right? Alexandria had been acting so cool and aloof in the group chat but, if she’d saved Hailey’s number under something like that when she was decidedly not that kind of person, it had to mean something. She could still get under Alexandria’s skin and, so long as Alexandria wasn’t indifferent to her, she could still…
What, exactly? What was her game plan here?
Farid had told her to talk to Alexandria, to stop running from her, and, despite her deepest desire to deny she still had feelings for her, the truth was that she did still have feelings for her. It was the reason she wanted Alexandria to know what she was doing. It was the reason her heart felt like it was shooting out of her body and off into the atmosphere every time Alexandria’s name lit up her phone. And it was the reason she simultaneously loved and hated being the bane of Alexandria’s life. She’d read enough fanfiction over the years to know that wasn’t necessarily the worst thing to be. Especially not when they were basically being thrust into the perfect setup for their very own fanfic.
So long as Alexandria felt something for her, there was still a chance.
“Sorry,” Alexandria mumbled. “I can change it.”
“No need,” Hailey replied, grinning at the realisation that while ‘The Bane of My Existence’ was not what she sometimes dreamt of being called in Alexandria’s phone, it could still be a rung on the ladder to what she wanted to be.
This whole thing was ridiculous. She knew that. But her whole life with this woman had been ridiculous, what difference did this make?
Alexandria took her phone back, shoving it into her bag in sheer embarrassment and unable to meet Hailey’s eye.
“Alexandria,” a voice hissed from around a rack of clothes before a tall, irate woman stepped out.
“Susan,” Hailey said, brightly, enjoying the surprised look on Alexandria’s mother’s face and the still-mortified-but-also-slightly-impressed look on Alexandria’s. In all the time they’d known each other, Hailey had only ever referred to Susan as ‘Mrs. Daley’, but they were all adults now and it seemed weird to keep calling her that. Plus, Hailey loved impressing Alexandria and whatever got her there, she’d take. “Long time no see.”
Hailey had never been surprised at not running into the Daleys, despite both living in the same town. She doubted they would ever frequent a mashed potato bar voluntarily. She’d been enjoying the secondhand accounts of how mortified they were to hear she was catering the wedding more than she should. And it wasn’t like she ran in the same circles as them.
The only thing they’d ever had in common was Alexandria. That was still true, no matter how that idea messed with her heart.
Susan looked her over, taking a moment to place her. Her eyes caught on the Mash-N-Go logo on Hailey’s shirt and Hailey saw the minute the penny dropped and Susan managed to put everything together. The journey of expressions Susan went through was entertaining to watch, even if Hailey didn’t fully understand it. She did, however, understand the faux-polite expression Susan landed on before saying, “Hailey. Nice to see you again. Why are you here? Do caterers usually attend dress fittings?”
She smirked and couldn’t resist shooting Alexandria a secret look, just for them. For one wild, beautiful moment, it felt like them again, even if Alexandria looked like she was dying a slow, painful death. Her parents never changed.
“They do not,” she said, looking back at Susan, “but Esme and I work together, we’re friends, and she asked me to drop by on my lunch.”
Susan’s expression darkened. She looked so different from Alexandria when she did that. Alexandria could look annoyed or angry, but she was always still warm and wonderful. Her mother shut down and became even colder. It had been pretty scary when they were younger. Now, it was more amusing than anything, as if Susan thought she still had two twelve-year-olds in front of her who needed disciplining.
“Yes,” she said eventually, her voice stony, “at the mashed potato bar. That you’re catering the wedding from. You could have done so much with your life, Hailey.”
Alexandria looked horrified and as though she was attempting to figure out how to switch her mother off. Hailey realised that was probably why she was here. Susan Daley was clearly having the hardest time with this wedding and she was not a woman who was afraid to freely hand out her opinion. Alexandria was here to keep Esme safe. And now, she looked like she wanted to keep Hailey safe too.
It warmed Hailey’s heart, lit a fire in her stomach, but it wasn’t necessary. She’d dealt with people far worse than Susan over the years. She laughed. “I don’t know, Mash-N-Go is doing pretty well for itself. We could have opened multiple locations at this point, but I like keeping it independent, you know? Do all the management stuff, but keep my feet on the ground—know my staff, see my customers, all that good stuff. When you’re making money off people, as I do, it’s good to stay connected to them. Feels a little exploitative otherwise.”
Susan hummed and Hailey knew she’d hit gold. It was one of the many contradictions of Alexandria’s parents—just as so many people were living, breathing contradictions. That was life. But, for all of the ways they were ‘fiscally conservative’, they hated the facelessness of cities these days, they always had, and it had only gotten more pronounced since she’d last seen them. They loved independent businesses. So, no matter their feelings on mashed potato bars as a concept—and as wedding catering—Hailey knew her approach to business would go down well.
And it didn’t hurt to hint at how well she was doing. They’d like that too, of course.
For the first time, Alexandria’s face cracked into the tiniest smile. She’d always loved watching the way Hailey could disarm her parents. It didn’t always go in Hailey’s favour, but it always blew them off whichever warpath they’d been on.
As they shared another look, Hailey couldn’t help but wonder whether the moment was sending Alexandria down memory lane, too. While this whole thing had Hailey living down memory lane, she’d doubted Alexandria was thinking about their past nearly so much. However, between this interaction and her name in Alexandria’s phone, she couldn’t help but hope she might have been wrong.
But, if Alexandria remembered, that meant she knew what this year was too. And that was dangerous.
Hailey knew she should leave well enough alone, but she wanted to throw oil on the flame.
“So,” she said, looking from Alexandria to one of the dresses beside her before Susan could return to discussions of how inappropriate a mashed potato bar was for a wedding. The wedding was two weeks away, the mash wasn’t going anywhere. And neither was Hailey. “Is this the kind of dress you wore when you got married?”
Farid had said they were both still single and she knew there was no ring on Alexandria’s hand—her eyes had been dragged there too many times for her to have missed it. But she knew a ring alone did not a marriage make. You could be wearing a ring and be completely checked out, or you could be missing a ring and blissfully happy. She needed confirmation. And not just from Farid. She trusted him but hearing it from Alexandria was just something she needed.
Susan barked a laugh. “Goodness, no. She’s not married, and she knows better than to wear something like that when she does.” She shook her head. “It’s ridiculous, really. She’s thirty-five with no prospects, while Daniel’s twenty-five and rushing down the aisle with someone he barely knows. Someone who isn’t even wearing a real dress.”
Alexandria rolled her eyes at her mother acting like they were in some kind of Austen period piece where she was supposed to have prospects. The flickering moment of feisty Alexandria, of the soul that burned so brightly inside of her, made asking about her probably nonexistent wedding worth it. Even with the way she’d looked sick when the question had registered.
That was the thing with playing with fire—it could go well or it could go very, very badly, and you had to be willing to accept both.
“Mum,” Alexandria said, her voice stronger than it had been since she and Hailey had run into each other, “that’s a lovely dress, and Esme is allowed to wear whatever makes her comfortable on her wedding day.”
“I’m just saying,” Susan said, sending her daughter a stern look, “it’s a wedding. They’re rushing it, having mashed potatoes for the wedding breakfast, and now, we don’t even get a real dress?”
Hailey grinned at the lazy hand waved in her direction at the mention of mash. She wasn’t sure mash had ever produced so much irritation from one person. It really was very amusing. “I’m pretty sure,” she said gently, placing a hand on Susan’s arm, “that any garment that functions as a dress, is a dress, and who really cares what she’s wearing, so long as she’s comfortable and feels good? You felt good in your wedding dress, right?”
Susan froze, her work up into anger disrupted. “Well. Yes.”
“I’m sure there were people who wouldn’t be happy with your choice of dress.”
She shuffled from foot to foot, looking around. “Well, yes. My mother thought it was a little too risqué.”
Hailey smiled. She’d known that already. Alexandria had told her once, a million years ago, but it was always helpful to remind Susan that you had to let people make their own choices. The dress she’d worn hadn’t even been particularly risqué, it was just in style at the time and her mother had wanted something more traditional. Just like Susan wanted with Esme. “Maybe we should give Esme’s choices a chance. Just have a look at them, see how she feels about them?”
The colour drained from Susan’s face. “Oh, God. That’s what I’d come to find you for. We need to go look at what she’s trying. She was in a turquoise dress with beading when I came over here. Turquoise. For a bride.”
“I’m fairly certain turquoise symbolises calmness, balance, and communication. All things that are helpful in a marriage, don’t you think?” Hailey tilted her head, smiling at Susan, who looked like she might be about to burst. “Let’s just go see how she looks and feels. I only have a few more minutes before I have to get back to work, anyway.”
Susan nodded, momentarily subdued, spun on her heel, and moved to lead them back to where Hailey presumed Esme and her mum were.
Before Hailey could go too far, though, Alexandria’s hand shot out and gripped her arm. Even through the layers of clothing she had on, Alexandria’s touch felt like a firebrand, like all of the things Hailey had been waiting on for the last seventeen years, and she could no longer remember or understand why they’d decided to go their separate ways at eighteen. They’d already had everything. What had they given it up for?
“How do you do that?” Alexandria whispered, annoyed.
“Do what?” Hailey said, attempting to keep her eyes from being pulled to the place they were connected.
“Disarm her like that? Make her… reasonable with things she’s resolutely against?”
It was harder than Hailey would have thought to be with her like this—some middle ground between what they had been and what they were. A glimpse into something they didn’t have anymore, but how easily it came back to them. How natural it was, even now, for Alexandria to reach out and touch her. How they stood just a little too close together. How much Hailey’s body yearned to kiss her.
And how much none of that was who they were now. How many years there were stretched between them.
She forced on a cheeky smile. “Just a natural talent.”
She saw the moment Alexandria registered what she’d done, how close they were, how different this felt. Alexandria pulled back as she placed the carefully crafted barrier back between them, though Hailey doubted that the crack they’d just made in it was going away anytime soon. She’d be painfully aware of it, just as Alexandria would be, and they’d need to decide—alone and together—what they were going to do about it. And what they were going to do about them.
“Sorry,” Alexandria said, looking down. “You really are going to have to tell me how you do that, though.”
Hailey grinned. She had something Alexandria wanted. Alexandria had everything she wanted. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. “Maybe you’ll just have to keep me around to help you out.”
She turned and walked away, following after where Susan had disappeared. Her heart pounded violently in her ears, her whole body felt alive and electric like it hadn’t done in seventeen years.
She knew she was playing with fire again, but what other choice did she have? Farid had told her to talk to Alexandria. They were talking now. Kind of. And she couldn’t get enough of it. 



Twelve
Nineteen years ago
 
Alexandria watched as Hailey jumped off the bus into the deluge of rain, laughing like she’d never been more alive. She followed after Hailey with less enthusiasm, wincing as the cold rain hit her and immediately began saturating her clothes.
She groaned softly, knowing they had a ten-minute walk back to her house and that they’d be soaked and frozen by the time they got there. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten her umbrella. They’d talked about how much rain was incoming on the weather last night. She’d sat in the living room with her parents, sipping tea, and watching the TV, and she’d mentioned how she’d need to take her brolly with her when she went to town with Hailey.
And then she’d somehow forgotten.
Up until they’d gotten on the bus to return home, she thought they’d gotten lucky and would make it home safe and dry. Then the downpour started.
Hailey looked at her, light in her eyes and her red hair wild already. “Come on,” she yelled over the pounding rain, grabbing Alexandria’s hand and taking off running.
Confused, Alexandria went with her, unwilling to be dragged to the ground and through a puddle. Her heart pounded erratically with her hand in Hailey’s. She didn’t even care that her fingers were becoming numb and painful with every ice-cold raindrop that hit them.
Hailey led them through the gate to the park and across the playground to the climbing frame, clambering up and into the sheltered part of it. The walls were half open, so some of the rain still penetrated the inside, but, so long as they stayed in the middle of the tiny castle, they managed to avoid most of the blustery weather.
Alexandria couldn’t remember the last time they’d been here. When she was younger, her parents would bring her a lot. When she and Hailey first became friends, they’d come a few times together too. But now, at sixteen, it had been quite a while.
She rubbed her cold hands together, huddling close to Hailey and feeling a complicated mixture of nostalgia and longing and jitters. In the time since she’d realised her feelings for Hailey, she hadn’t been able to work up the courage to mention them. She did her best to continue acting platonically and normally around Hailey, even with as much time she spent imagining them being something more. She yearned for the moments they spent together. She regularly pulled out their marriage contract to look at it, to run her fingers over Hailey’s signature, and imagine them married. She felt on top of the world when they were together, especially when Hailey touched her or they were close together.
Now, pressed against each other in this place that had, for so long, been alive with childhood dreams and memories, everything felt oddly heightened. She had no idea what to do. Her insides twisted between wanting to tell Hailey and wanting those feelings to never see the light of day.
Hailey laughed her beautiful, mesmerising laugh. “I figured this place was close and would be a little bit drier, at least for the time being.”
Alexandria swallowed awkwardly. “It is that. Still a bit chilly, though.”
Hailey giggled, edging impossibly closer. “Budge a bit closer. We can share body heat.”
Despite the rain and the cold, Alexandria felt her face flame. She hoped Hailey would assume the cold was causing it, but she couldn’t deny to herself that it was Hailey being this close, wrapping her arms around Alexandria, and pulling her into her chest. It was everything she wanted, but it felt wrong.
Her arms ached to wrap around Hailey’s back, to hold her close and breathe her in. But Hailey didn’t know.
She was rigid as a board as she mentally chastised herself. She’d known for over a year how she felt about Hailey. They hung out almost every single day. There had been so many chances for her to tell Hailey who she was, to tell her how she felt, and allow Hailey to decide whether she wanted to be so close with someone who liked her romantically.
Hailey leaned back slightly, looking at her. Her whole face was heavy with concern. The sight of it made Alexandria feel sick. Hailey knew too much.
What was she supposed to do? Should she pull back? Tell the truth? Break free of the embrace and run away?
She wondered what use running away would do. Her body wanted to carry her away from this moment, but the lid was off. The words might not have been uttered yet, but Hailey clearly knew something was wrong. If Alexandria ran away now, it would still ruin things. Hailey would be hurt and confused and it would be all Alexandria's fault. And, eventually, she’d have to explain anyway. Then, she’d have hurt Hailey twice, and for what?
“Are you okay?” Hailey whispered.
Alexandria’s breath was coming faster. She wasn’t sure if Hailey was breathing at all. Despite the half-open sides of the climbing frame, the space suddenly felt tiny, enclosed, and lacking oxygen.
She cast around for any other reason she could give for her tension, for her weirdness, for every moment of weirdness she’d caused over the last year by being attracted to her best friend.
While she was sure Hailey was conceptually okay with gay people, none of their friends were gay—or at least, they weren’t out—and she couldn’t help the fear that, if she told the truth, Hailey would hate her for everything she was. She’d tried to help it, she’d tried to be straight, but it wasn’t going anywhere. Deep down, she was certain there was no way for it to. This was who she was. She’d be okay with Hailey being upset and angry with her for the secret crush she’d been nursing without saying anything, but she had no idea how she’d handle it if her best friend hated her for something she couldn’t change.
Hailey’s frown deepened and she moved one hand from Alexandria’s back to gently cup her face. Both her hand and Alexandria’s face were cold, but she still jumped as Hailey’s soft hand connected with her cheek. She’d imagined this exact thing too many times. It was like the universe was conspiring to torment her with all of her wildest dreams right before it stole them all away.
Hailey stroked her cheek softly. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I promise it’ll be okay.”
It wouldn’t be okay. None of it was okay. But Alexandria still had to tell her.
The rain pounded on the roof above them, somehow even louder than Alexandria’s heart. They’d learned about pathetic fallacy in school and she was fairly certain this was it in real life—the clouds were crying for her.
Her brain jumped around between a million random, unimportant, ridiculous things. She didn’t understand what it meant or what she was doing but she wondered whether she might die, whether this was her life flashing before her eyes.
She opened her mouth to speak.
Nothing came out.
It wasn’t like her. She prided herself on knowing what to say, on having answers, but when it really mattered, she had nothing.
For the first time ever, she felt like she was taking a test and failing it. And, even with how important all the tests they took in school felt, this was the most important one of her life. And she still didn’t have the answers.
Hailey was still stroking her face and it felt like a film with the soft caress and the rain and the bass-like pounding inside her soul and the feeling of standing on the precipice of something incredible and terrifying and the whole world changing around her.
She felt like she might pass out. Especially when Hailey’s expression became increasingly worried the longer it took Alexandria to find the words.
“I promise that, whatever it is, we’ll get through it together,” Hailey said, forcing a sad little smile.
“Will we?” Alexandria breathed. She hadn’t planned on saying it out loud, but she couldn’t hold it back. The first words she’d found and they gave her away. They were the words of the deepest, most desperate desires of her heart. She was no longer speaking based on reason, she was fueled by emotion, and it was entirely different than anything she’d ever felt before.
Hailey had changed Alexandria’s whole world, her whole life, her whole self in a million ways she’d never understand but couldn’t bring herself to regret, no matter what happened next.
“Of course we will,” Hailey said, determined. “It’s you and me. Daley and Davis. It’s always going to be us.”
Alexandria thought she was going to cry. It was everything she wanted to hear, everything she wanted.
But was it real?
She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I… Well, I’ve been… I mean, lately…” Breathing felt needlessly difficult.
Was being in love always this hard? How did people handle it? Why did they even want it when it was this difficult?
She shook her head. She knew the answer to that, it came to her every time Hailey looked at her for just a little too long, or laughed, or when she lost herself in her favourite songs and closed her eyes, taking in every note, every beat, like the experience took her to another place entirely.
“Yes?” Hailey urged quietly, and Alexandria wondered whether she knew what was coming. She didn’t know how she could, but there was something rigid about her posture and an edge to her voice that made Alexandria wonder.
“I have to…” She squeezed her eyes closed. “I have to tell you something… about me. About…”
The tension around them made her worry the climbing frame might burst apart, leaving them scattered among the wood chips on the floor. She wasn’t sure whether that would be better or worse than their current situation.
“You can tell me anything,” Hailey said, her voice catching in a way that chased Alexandria’s panic even higher. “You know I love you. I always will. You’re my best friend.”
Best friend. Nothing more.
So loved and yet not at all in the way Alexandria desperately wished for.
But it was better than nothing. And she couldn’t walk things back now. They’d come this far. The only way remaining was forward.
Or passing out. That felt like a very real possibility.
“I think I’m…” Alexandria winced. She didn’t think it, she knew. She knew who she was. She’d tried hard to be different, but this was who she was. And she was okay with it. She could own it. “I’m… not… straight.”
The second of expectant hesitation, while Hailey waited for more and Alexandria waited for a response felt sharp as a knife.
“Okay,” Hailey said, cautiously. “That’s great.”
The whoosh of relief and hope that flooded through Alexandria lasted the briefest of moments. Hailey wasn’t going to hate her for being bi. But that was only part of the story. And the terror at the rest cut through her, hard and cold and imposing, sending her back into swirling panic after the shortest of breaks.
She nodded. “It’s not just that.”
“Is it that you like someone?” Hailey asked, working hard to catch her eye, but Alexandria couldn’t handle that. “It’s okay if it’s not a boy.”
“It’s not a boy.”
“Who is it?”
Alexandria couldn’t understand Hailey’s tone. She’d said it was okay for Alexandria to not be straight, but she sounded so tense asking who the crush was. Alexandria couldn’t understand why that would be unless she knew it was her and didn’t want to hear it.
She twisted her hands together over and over in the tiny space between her body and Hailey. One word was all she needed to get out. One word could tell Hailey everything Alexandria was trying to say. One word could get this over with.
But the word stuck in her throat. It seemed to choke her, cut off her breath and her ability to swallow. It took root in her trachea and didn’t want to leave. Perhaps it would never leave and she’d be stuck like this forever.
Hailey sucked in a loud, sharp breath. “Is it…”
Alexandria’s head pounded. Her arms felt disconnected from her body. Nothing felt real, but everything felt painful and too much.
“Is it me?” Hailey asked, something lacing her voice that Alexandria couldn’t even begin to process.
The climbing frame was spinning beneath her. She was too far from the ground. The pounding of the rain on the roof was the pounding in her brain and her chest. The whole world froze, nothing but this minute and this question left in existence.
She nodded stiffly. One word. “Yes.”
Her body itched to run away, but she couldn’t figure out how to control it anymore. Nothing felt connected to anything.
And then Hailey laughed.
The odd, emotional sound of it disarmed Alexandria and she couldn’t help but lift her head to look at Hailey.
Drops of water were running down her cheeks and Alexandria just knew they weren’t raindrops.
Hailey was crying.
Alexandria didn’t understand.
“It’s me,” Hailey sobbed, laughing and crying and confused and ecstatic, and Alexandria didn’t understand any of it. “It’s me.”
Of all the reactions Alexandria had tried to prepare herself for, she hadn’t expected this. This was something like happiness. This was something like excitement. This was something like Hailey wanting Alexandria to like her.
How could that be?
She cast her mind back through all of their time together. Her mind was still so saturated with panic that it was hard to see anything clearly, but the tiniest little voice, in the back corner of her mind, wondered whether she hadn’t been the only one feeling something more than friendship in the moments they lay together, when they laughed together, when they cried together, when something happened and the only person in the world they wanted to tell was the other…
Hailey laughed again, looking at Alexandria like she was the whole universe; like she’d come to Hailey in the night and handed her every star from the sky; like she’d built the world around her and made it a million times better than the one they’d known previous to this moment.
It was exactly how Alexandria felt about her, and it stole the oxygen from her lungs, stole her heart from her body, and tied her forever to this incredible girl in front of her.
“It’s me,” Hailey whispered, leaning in.
It was her. It had always been her. It would always be her. Whatever tomorrow brought, whatever came of time and the universe, Alexandria would love Hailey. For every day of their lives, and all the days after. For all of time, Alexandria would love Hailey.
And Hailey… maybe liked her too.
Hailey moved even closer and, while she’d never been kissed before, Alexandria knew they were going to kiss. It was terrifying, but not in the way she’d always thought it might be. It was terrifying and exciting and she wanted it to be perfect, but it felt right in a way she’d never been able to imagine it would before Hailey.
Hailey’s breath caressed Alexandria’s face. There was so little space between them. It would be so easy to close the space, to touch their lips together. And Alexandria wanted that.
She looked into Hailey’s eyes, closer than they’d ever been, more beautiful than they’d ever been, and filled with tears, just as Alexandria’s were.
“It’s me,” Hailey whispered again, smiling beautifully.
Alexandria laughed, weak, tearful, and overcome. “It’s you,” she agreed, and it felt like something heavy grew wings and flew out of her chest, taking with it all of the doubts and fears she’d been carrying about this moment. “It’s always been you.”
Seeming overcome with urgency, Hailey closed the gap between them swiftly, but the kiss was tender, delicate, nervous, and hopeful. Despite the cold, their lips felt warm as they pressed together. Alexandria felt warm, like Hailey and her touch were igniting a fire inside her that would never go out. For as long as Hailey existed, Alexandria’s insides would burn.
She moved her hands up to Hailey’s face, holding her like the most precious object in the world, and tilted her head to deepen the kiss. Still soft and cautious and nervous and questioning. And perfect.
So completely perfect. 



Thirteen
Present day
 
This was weird. All of it. Everything. Alexandria’s entire existence. Weird.
Of course, it was mostly her own fault. Daniel’s too, for somehow deciding to marry Hailey’s employee and bringing the two of them back together, but mostly Alexandria’s. She was, after all, the one who had decided to reach out and grab Hailey’s arm. She was the one who had held her there. She was the one who had initiated a conversation that was a little too familiar, a little too them.
And, all of it. Weird.
How could you be away from someone for almost twenty years and just slip back into old patterns? That would be odd even if things hadn’t ended… the way they did. But, when she’d seen Hailey handling Susan with the same finesse and skill as she always had, it was difficult not to feel sixteen again. It was difficult not to let the years fall away and feel how she had back then. Back when she’d been able to ask Hailey anything. Back when they’d been inseparable and in love—even if they never said those words—and she’d reach out without thinking to ask over and over how something was so easy for Hailey. She really moved through the world in a way that was so different, so mesmerising.
For that split second where Alexandria’s hand had shot out to grab Hailey, without conscious thought or command, Alexandria had been back there. And the moments following it felt like being back there too in a lot of ways. The point of connection between them seemed to pulse, become electric and live, too obvious to ignore. Alexandria’s stomach rolled and jumped, her heart raced, and her palms became slick. All of it was so similar to how Hailey had made her feel back when they were kids.
But it was weightier now.
Now, the touch was inextricably tied to all the times they’d been closer than that, all the times they’d kissed and laid with each other. And all the times since then, where they hadn’t done that. Seventeen years of not doing that. All of it ended by Alexandria reaching out and taking hold of her and touching her for the first time in almost two decades. There was something odd about touching someone you’d kissed once when you had then been starved of their touch for seventeen years. There was something odd about touching someone when the last time you’d touched, you’d kissed for the very last time, knowing it was the last time. There was something odd about touching them when you weren’t allowed to kiss them anymore.
Especially when you still wanted to.
Instead, they were standing on either side of her mother, watching as Susan’s face contorted like she was sucking on a lemon rather than seeing her soon-to-be daughter-in-law in her potential wedding dress.
Alexandria wanted to die of embarrassment over her mother’s ridiculous shenanigans. Their whole lives, her parents had always told her to be polite and proper and appreciative, yet, here she was, invited along to a moment the in-laws weren’t often invited to, participating in this most important and consequential moment in Esme’s life—Esme who happened to be one of the loveliest human beings ever to walk the planet—and all Susan could do was be rude and critical. All because her son wasn’t making the same choices she did, as if he was simply her clone, put here to be the perfect copy of her. Or to be her perfect little robot. If only her parents could see that she and Daniel were their own people, living their own lives. And none of that was a reason to be so unconscionably rude to Esme.
She snuck another look at Hailey. They only had a few minutes before she needed to leave again. Alexandria told herself she wasn’t sad about that, that she was checking on Hailey just to ensure that Susan was the only one frowning at Esme. Realistically, it was much more the fact that she wanted to spend all of her days gazing upon Hailey.
Plus, the amused and knowing smirk Hailey wore was still oddly grounding.
Through all of the actions Susan made that wound Alexandria up, Hailey simply became more amused. Alexandria knew she wasn’t amused about Susan judging Esme—and, should Esme even begin to register Susan’s feelings, Alexandria was certain Hailey would be willing to tear her mother’s head off. It was more amusement at how ridiculous Susan was being, how absurd it was to be so upset at Esme marrying her son, at Esme’s desire to wear a colourful dress. This was, after all, Esme's day. If she wanted to wear a rainbow pantsuit, that would be well within her rights.
Knowing Hailey simply found Susan’s disappointment amusing helped Alexandria accept the ridiculousness of her mother’s behaviour as more akin to a toddler throwing a tantrum than a grown woman for whom she was responsible. Her mother was an adult with control over her own actions and she needed to sort herself out before Daniel and Esme got married without her.
Esme stepped out of the dressing room again, back in the turquoise number Susan had been so offended by earlier. Alexandria’s face split into a wide grin. Even worrying about her mum couldn’t stop her from recognising how beautiful and happy Esme looked in that dress.
She beamed at herself in front of the mirror, swishing from side to side and watching the way the dress moved with her. This was only their first shop, but Alexandria was certain this was the dress Esme would marry Daniel in. She was absolutely radiant.
“I do really love this one,” Esme whispered shyly to her own mother.
Celia grinned tearfully at her daughter. “You look so beautiful.”
“You really do,” Hailey agreed, nodding enthusiastically. “Glad I was here to see this one. I think it might be the one.”
“Agreed,” Alexandria said, so in awe at how obvious it was that all of the pieces of the wardrobe-based universe had clicked into place for Esme, that she didn’t even think about the fact that she was doing it again—finding her natural rhythm with Hailey, speaking seamlessly after her, thinking the same things.
Something in the universe was really out to get her, making it far, far too easy to just be with Hailey.
“I think you might be right,” Esme said, cautiously excited. “And, we’ll have to go check out the other shops, but I think I’m going to buy this one anyway. I can always bring it back if I find a better one, but I think I’d be devastated if they sold out before I got it.”
Susan tutted quietly, interrupting Alexandria's belief that Esme’s potential devastation was probably a sign this was the dress. She sighed. “Yes, Mum?” she asked, quietly.
“Oh, nothing, nothing. Don’t mind me.” Her tone put the image of her clutching a patent leather handbag in Alexandria’s mind—someone scandalised for no real reason but acting too horrified to function anyway. “Just some random girl spending all Daniel’s hard-earned money on some frivolous dress.”
The bubble of happiness that had been filling Alexandria as she’d watched Esme twirl, and the adoring look on Celia’s face as she looked at her child as if in disbelief that she could have made something so perfect, popped. Why did her mother have to be so casually cruel?
Hailey sent her a conspiratorial look, one that immediately filled the empty space inside her with something frantic, nervous, and wanting. “I’m pretty sure Dan wouldn’t have given her money if he didn’t want her to spend it,” she said, looking from Alexandria to Susan briefly. “Besides, I pay pretty well. She might be spending her own money.”
Alexandria pressed her lips together between her teeth to stifle the surprised bark of laughter that wanted to escape from within her. That would only make things worse. Though, she couldn’t find it in herself to be too disappointed at her own reaction when Hailey looked so very happy at having gotten it from her.
This whole thing was needlessly complicated and ridiculous.
Susan was bright red, clearly searching for the right thing to say, some way to assure Hailey that she wasn’t implying her to be a bad boss, while also sticking to her foolish belief that Esme was throwing away all of Daniel’s money. The money they didn’t even approve of him having since it came from not a real job. With Daniel at the top of his field, Alexandria wondered what it would possibly take to convince their parents his job was real and valid.
“Besides, Daniel can make all that money back on one photography job,” Alexandria said as lightly as she could muster without laughing. “You know how well he gets paid for his photos, after all.”
She knew she was playing with fire—she had been since she’d crashed into Hailey—but she couldn’t help herself. There was something about the looks Hailey gave her that made her feel invincible, like she was soaring and would never come down.
She would, and she’d likely feel terrible for winding her mum up further, but, while Hailey was looking at her, her whole soul alight with mischief, Alexandria really couldn’t resist. It had always been that way. And this wouldn’t be the first time it had led Alexandria into emotional trouble.
It wouldn’t be the last either. Not when there were still two weeks before the wedding and the wedding day to get through.
What was worse was that Alexandria knew she was following willingly. Even knowing it was a terrible idea, that this whole thing was impossibly weird, and she was a grown-up who should know better. She knew she’d be willingly stepping through that door time and time again for Hailey.
For years, Farid, several other friends, and even some of her bosses had suggested she might benefit from learning to step outside the box and take a few risks. But she hadn’t been raised that way. It didn’t come naturally. Whatever Daniel had inherited or developed to make him the way he was, Alexandria had missed out on.
Except when she was with Hailey.
She was still the same person, of course, but something about Hailey made her feel safe on a deep level. Even now, after all they had gone through, she still felt as though Hailey would keep her safe and love her even if she messed up.
It was nonsense. She’d given up any hope or claim to Hailey’s love years ago when they’d said their excruciating goodbyes, but she couldn’t shake that feeling. And it was so freeing.
Even seventeen years and a whole load of heartache later, when Hailey looked at her like they had a shared secret, Alexandria felt more like herself than she ever had. And more like she could take risks, say the things she was thinking, be something other than ‘nice and polite’ because, no matter what, there would still be Hailey and, so long as that remained true, everything would be okay. 



Fourteen
Present day
 
All afternoon, Hailey had been filled with frantic, restless energy. It wasn’t really a problem, given that it helped her get through all of her customers while seeming peppy and upbeat, but it felt uncomfortable. She liked feeling sure and steady, not off-kilter and edgy. And, all afternoon, she’d been telling herself she didn’t know what had caused it.
Of course, when said reason walked into Mash-N-Go unexpectedly, it proved difficult to continue pretending she didn’t know the reason.
Seventeen years and Alexandria Daley was still able to infiltrate her very person. Perhaps she’d never left to begin with.
“Ah, the Daley-Thompsons,” she called over the counter to them whilst attempting to stifle the fluttering in her chest. She looked at everyone else more than she looked at Alexandria while still making sure to look at her enough to seem casual, but not so much as to seem interested.
Even if she was interested.
Even if she had always been interested.
Had she ever lived in a world of knowing Alexandria where she didn’t want her? It had been different when they first met—they were kids and she didn’t even know she was a lesbian—but still, there had always been something about this woman. Annoying as that was.
Esme thrilled adorably. She and Dan were both hyphenating their names and she beamed brightly at the use of her future surname.
Hailey tried hard not to think about a conversation she’d had—more than once—with another Daley about hyphenating their surnames after marriage.
From the look on Alexandria’s face when their eyes met, she wasn’t the only one.
Celia giggled with her daughter before looking back at Hailey. “We were all getting hungry—wedding dress shopping is not for the faint of heart—and I couldn’t resist the opportunity to come to my little pumpkin’s workplace.”
“Mum,” Esme whined, obviously delighted.
Celia turned to her, pulling her into a tight hug. “Let your old mum have this one, hey? You know we’re all just so proud of you. Good job, wonderful fiancé, happy in your life… What more could a mum ask for?”
Hailey noticed Alexandria’s expression—furrowed and not nearly as soft as she’d have expected after such a warm moment. Alexandria’s parents had attempted to make her cold and serious, and she was serious, but she wasn’t cold. She was soft and delicate and couldn’t get enough of people telling their loved ones they loved them. Just, secretly. So it was odd seeing her reaction. Though, it did not take long to figure out why.
Susan’s expression had soured since they arrived, and it had already looked like she'd swallowed a lemon.
Hailey could practically hear the cogs in both Susan and Alexandria’s heads turning. She knew Susan had questions about Celia thinking working at Mash-N-Go was a good job—it was, but she was snobby like that. Alexandria was preparing to shoot her mother down without causing too much of a scene if she dared to mention her snobbery out loud. Not to mention how she felt about the wedding being rushed. And sure, it was, but it was very Esme, and, as far as Hailey could tell, very Dan, too. They were a good match.
“Well,” she said, looking at Celia before Susan could run out of self-control and say something, “you’ve got an amazing daughter, she’s got an amazing life and an amazing fiancé, and an amazing job, so… maybe I can get you some amazing mashed potatoes?”
Celia and Esme giggled, looking happily over at Hailey. Hailey pretended not to see the way Alexandria was looking at her like she’d hung the moon.
“That sounds wonderful,” Celia said, looking back at Susan. “Doesn’t that sound great, Susan?”
Susan looked like a deer caught in headlights. She was obviously fighting between wanting to be honest and wanting to be proper and polite. Hailey fought a laugh. The Daleys were so interesting. They’d been kind to her as a kid, but the minute something was off from what they thought they were supposed to do, it all went to pot.
She cleared her throat. “Indeed.”
Hailey bit down on her bottom lip to avoid laughing. It was probably the best they were getting. Plus, Alexandria’s shoulders relaxed fractionally, and Hailey would take anything that made her feel even the slightest bit better. “Don’t worry, Susan, I’ve got just the thing for you.”
“From a mashed potato bar?” she asked sceptically and in a way that Hailey knew she wouldn’t have if they’d known each other less well. Being around this family was just reminder after reminder that she had basically been family once. And, in turn, the reminder that she could be right now since neither she nor Alexandria were married to other people.
“Let’s not pretend we don’t both love mashed potatoes,” Hailey said, grinning at Susan. Something she’d noticed early on was that it was easier to walk Susan back on things if you pretended to be in it together. Alexandria rarely did that with her mum—understandable, given that, when she needed to push back, she was likely thinking about wanting to be different. Or ensuring those nearby didn’t think she felt the same way simply by virtue of being Susan’s daughter. Hailey had no such qualms. “I’ve got just the thing for you and I know you’re going to love it.”
Susan sniffed but Hailey knew she was interested. “If you ask me, mashed potatoes belong on a roast dinner.”
“Funny you should say that because I was thinking of the turkey roast for you.”
Susan’s expression faltered, softened, and Hailey knew she’d won. It hadn’t really been a fair fight, she’d known Susan long enough to know exactly how she felt about a turkey roast and the special place the meal held in her heart, but she was still glad of the victory.
It had actually been one of the first recipes on the menu. Hailey had spent years refusing to think about how heavily Alexandria had influenced that first menu, even without knowing. Many of the dishes had been based on things she liked, the turkey roast had been there for Susan, a bizarre burger and chips concoction for Mr. Daley, and even spaghetti and mash for Dan. It was like some weird, impossible plan to be prepared for the day Alexandria strolled back in, ready to marry her, and she wanted to impress the in-laws.
She frowned. Alexandria had walked back in, so had her family, and there was a wedding happening. It just wasn’t theirs.
Hailey entered the turkey roast into the system before following it up with Esme’s orders for herself, her mum, and Dan—who was going to join them soon but was not going to be having the spaghetti and mash. Not this time at least. Hailey wasn’t sure if he still ate that, but it was a childhood classic so she was certain it would grab his attention at some point.
As the group shuffled down the counter, looking at all of the toppings and sauces, Susan still not looking completely persuaded by a mashed potato bar, Hailey was left with just Alexandria.
“Thank you,” she said quietly, just for Hailey. She’d said a great many things over the years that were just for Hailey but that didn’t make it hit Hailey any less hard this time.
“For what?” she asked, tilting her head.
“For…” She gestured subtly towards her mum. “Just, all of that. I appreciate it. She’s not a bad person, really. She’s just having a hard time feeling like we’re out of control, I guess. Doing things she wouldn’t?”
“You?” Hailey said, forcing a laugh. “Out of control? I would love to see the day, Daley.”
She both saw and felt the moment they both choked on her words. She had no idea why she’d said that. Or why she’d used that nickname—was it a nickname if it was someone’s actual last name? Whatever it was, she hadn’t used it in years. She had no right to be using it now. It was what she’d call Alexandria when she was being especially teasing and flirty. They’d never explicitly talked about it, but she was sure they both knew. It had no right coming to her with such ease now, as if they hadn’t spent a day apart.
Was it possible to have never really spent a day away from someone? Could they have so completely been a part of you that you’d never really been apart?
Alexandria cleared her throat, looking around the store, though her eyes were too unfocused to really be seeing anything but memories. “Daniel doesn’t have the right kind of job and is getting married too quickly. I’m older and not getting married quickly enough.”
It felt like she’d been stabbed in the stomach, despite Susan’s earlier comments. “Are you dating someone?”
The ferocity with which Alexandria shook her head was a balm to Hailey’s aching soul. “Not at all. I guess I’m not dating enough for her, either. But, she just… wants me married and Daniel single for a while longer.”
“I see.” She looked down the counter to where Dan had joined the group and was excitedly chatting away with Esme. As if this thing hadn’t been awkward enough already, now they were confirming Alexandria was single and available. Hailey’s heart couldn’t handle it. “Well, you don’t need to worry. I’m more than used to your mum. I’m sure you’ll meet someone soon and she’ll end up happy.”
She didn’t know why she’d said that. She resolutely was not hoping for Alexandria to meet anyone. She wanted her to be happy, but… happy with Hailey.
It would have been one thing if Alexandria had shown up happy and married to someone she’d known in the in-between—the time after them and before now—but, now that they were back together and kind of talking, Hailey couldn’t hope for her to be with anyone else. She, herself, didn’t want anyone else, how could she possibly hope that for Alexandria?
“Um. Yeah. Thank you,” Alexandria said, clearly uncomfortable and shutting down. “I’m sure you will too.”
I don’t want anyone else, Hailey’s mind screamed at her, desperate to convey the message to Alexandria. Did it always have to be this difficult?
She took a steadying breath. “Do you want to order or shall I choose something for you?”
Alexandria looked at her like she couldn’t believe they were still playing with fire, and Hailey was certain she’d choose something for herself, something she didn’t secretly suspect was on the menu for her. So, she was surprised when Alexandria quietly uttered, “You can choose. I trust you.”
“Do you?” Hailey asked instinctively, desperately. She couldn’t see how it could be true, but she wanted it to be.
“Of course.”
Hailey felt dizzy. This wasn’t like her. Though, she supposed she had no idea what thirty-five-year-old her was like around Alexandria. She wanted to know, though. “Great. I’ll get that ready for you.”
Alexandria smiled—shy and awkward—before moving down the counter to join her family.
She was going to be the death of Hailey. She always had been. It was oddly comforting to see nothing had changed, even if it terrified her.
She stared at the till unsure whether she was supposed to choose something that was undoubtedly on the menu for Alexandria or something that wasn’t, to cover her tracks. The last time Alexandria had been here, Hailey had recommended something for her that she knew she’d like but that had plausible deniability. She could do the same again. Though what use that would be at this point, she had no idea. Surely the game was up and she should just lean into it?
She entered a ‘create your own’ with Welsh rarebit sauce and baked beans. The only person she’d ever seen eat that had been Alexandria, much to her parent’s dismay. Her mother had been horrified, her father confused, but Alexandria had been happy.
Nervously, she made the bowls up, handing them off at the end of the counter and squirming uncomfortably when, in her peripheral vision, she saw Alexandria’s eyes widen and look up to scan the menu again, undoubtedly checking whether this was a regular menu item or something Hailey had created just for her. Hailey wasn’t sure which was better. She simply made herself scarce the second she could, asking Homer to cover for her for a few minutes.
As she paced her office, she realised she wasn’t going to be able to get through this wedding alone. She was going to need reinforcements.
She pulled her phone out and called Farid.
“Unless you’re calling me to tell me you’ve finally gotten a grip on yourself and proposed to Alexandria, I’m not interested,” he said jovially upon answering.
“Hilarious,” Hailey deadpanned. “No. I need you to be my date.”
He paused. “You’re a lesbian.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
“Hey, you’re the one trying to get me to date you.”
“I am not.” She scrubbed her palm over her forehead. “To the wedding. Esme and Daniel’s wedding. I need you to be my date. Alexandria’s obviously going to be there and it’s just… I just can’t… Please. I need you to be my plus one.”
“Ah. No can do, sorry. I already have plans.”
“Plans?” How was that possible? She supposed she knew. Farid didn’t sit around waiting for her to call so he could be her emergency date. Nor should he, for that matter, but she needed help. She couldn’t go alone. “On the day of the wedding? Really?”
“Yep. Sorry. You’ll have to keep me posted on how you get on.”
He didn’t sound all that sorry at all, more amused if anything. Hailey wasn’t sure she liked it.
“Ugh. I was counting on you.”
He laughed. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to get through it just fine.”
She groaned. “Easy for you to say.”
He laughed again. “Should you be working?”
“What are you, my mother?”
“If I were, you wouldn’t talk to me like that.”
“I wouldn’t be talking to you at all.” They both knew it had been years since Hailey had spoken to either of her parents. She wasn’t even sure where they were or what they were doing these days. She liked it that way. Their fighting had been one thing, but the weird brand of uncomfortable homophobia they’d both revealed when she came out had sealed the deal on never speaking to them again.
“I’m taking that as a yes and letting you get back to it.”
“But she’s here,” Hailey said, knowing she was being more than a little whiny.
“I assumed,” he said, audibly smirking. “Have fun.”
“You’re the worst.”
“And yet you love me.”
“Fine. I do. But I’m not happy about it.”
“Sure you’re not.”
She hung up and forced herself back out to the front. It wasn’t until she got there that she realised she hadn’t even told Farid the date of the wedding. He must be getting information from Alexandria about it. 



Fifteen
Eighteen years ago
 
Alexandria’s foot bounced nervously under her desk. She was sure several other people in her class were nervous, too, but she doubted it was about all the same things. They were, after all, in the middle of a presentation about polishing their personal statements for university applications. It was a stressful thing to do, a stressful time to be in.
Not everyone in the room would go to university. Yesterday, they’d had a presentation about writing cover letters for jobs—with more to come throughout the year—but today was about universities. And, given that the October 15th deadline for some places was coming up fast, they really had to get on it. They’d been working on them for months, but it was time—time to polish and finish and submit.
With submitting came decisions. Decisions on where you were applying and what would happen if you got in.
For as long as she could remember, Alexandria had dreamed of going to Edinburgh. She’d seen pictures and shots of the city and the university when she was younger and it had felt so magical to her that she couldn’t help but feel drawn there. Delighted that she wanted to study maths, and eager to encourage what they saw to be a serious pursuit, her parents had been more than willing to take her to open days. She’d gone to the local ones, the ones that were away but close enough to visit often, and then she’d gone to Edinburgh.
She’d struggled to explain it to Hailey. They’d talked about how she had always loved Edinburgh and wanted to go, but it was only when she’d mentioned that they would be attending the open day that she’d realised Hailey had thought she just meant she wanted to visit it for a holiday, not go to university there. It had been an awkward moment, but Hailey had eventually laughed it off with a joke about how it snowed more in Scotland, Edinburgh was famously hilly, and did Alexandria really want to spend her uni years slipping down pavements?
Alexandria had awkwardly laughed along, agreed she probably would fall over a lot, and headed off on her weekend trip to Scotland filled with trepidation. If she loved it as much as she’d always suspected she would, what would she do? What would happen to their friendship and… whatever it was that they were these days?
Of course, she loved it. For so long, it had lived inside her, been a cornerstone on which she was building her dreams and her future. She’d been doing it for so long that she’d honestly wondered, as their car sped north up the motorway, whether it could possibly live up to what existed in her head. It had become like a fairytale, a magical world that couldn’t be as wonderful in real life as it was in her head.
Then they’d arrived.
It had been late on a Friday night that they’d pulled into their hotel. The city was lit by warm, soft, glowing windows and streetlamps and it was every bit the fairytale city she’d dreamed it to be, only it was better because it was real. Unlike in her fears where the realness had ruined the dream and she had to find a new goal, a new city, a new dream, Edinburgh in real life was everything she wanted and more. It was stepping out of the car and stepping into her new life, she could feel it.
But where was Hailey in that life?
Hailey was staying near home. That had always been her plan. She’d still be moving into halls and not staying right at home, but it was close. A number of people they went to school with would still be in the area, they’d be going to one of the city’s two universities, and they’d probably still see each other around. Edinburgh wasn’t part of that.
But even with how much Alexandria loved Hailey, she couldn’t bring herself to give up on her dream. She’d gone to bed that night—in an unfamiliar hotel room that somehow felt right—excited and anxious and doubtful and guilty. Right before she’d fallen asleep, she’d told herself to wait until tomorrow to worry. Maybe the city was great, but the university wouldn’t be right for her. She’d been on enough open days at this point to know how some universities clicked with you, while others didn’t, even if they were the perfect fit for someone else.
The bell sounded outside the classroom door and their teacher wrapped the talk up quickly, dismissing them into the hectic flow of students out in the corridor.
Grateful that she had a free period following such a loaded talk, Alexandria headed straight to her favourite computer room, relieved when she found it mostly empty. She took a seat at a corner computer and signed in, opening her personal statement.
The statements were sent to all of the universities you applied to, so hers wasn’t specific to Edinburgh, but the whole time she’d been writing it, it felt like it was for them. Every line was designed to get her in there. Of course, if she got rejected, she would be lucky to get into any of her other choices. But they weren’t Edinburgh. She tried to think of them all equally, to want them all equally, but she couldn’t shake that Edinburgh felt like it was in her bones.
It was a complicated feeling. Every time she thought about it, she felt sick with guilt at betraying Hailey. She hadn’t lied about how much she’d enjoyed Edinburgh during the open day, but she hadn’t been completely honest about how right it had felt there either, how she’d connected with a couple of other people looking at maths courses, how the buildings had felt like home and she could see herself walking those halls and studying in those libraries, and how she loved the city and its hilly, cobblestone roads.
She was sure Hailey knew she would be applying there but they didn’t talk about it, and she wondered whether Hailey hoped she wouldn’t get in so they could go to university together. She wondered whether she should be hoping for that too, whether it made her a bad person to want Edinburgh the way she did.
Logically, she knew Hailey had a class this period, but she couldn’t help looking around nervously. She carefully pulled her bag from under the desk and up into her lap. She opened the main compartment and pushed her folders and books out of the way to find the Edinburgh prospectus she kept in there. She’d had one through the post for ages, but she’d picked this one up whilst at the open day. Since then, she’d carried it around in her bag, sneaking looks at it whenever things became too much and she needed to remember what she wanted, what she needed.
It didn’t always work. She wanted Hailey too. Why was it so hard to have both?
She jumped as someone dropped into the seat beside her.
Farid winced, only slightly amused. “Sorry.”
“No, no. My fault,” she said, hastily shutting her bag and pushing it back under the desk.
“Have you got contraband?” He looked around surreptitiously.
She stared at him. “No? What on earth would I even have?”
He laughed quietly. “I’m just kidding, but you did look a little suspicious.”
“Oh.” She felt her face flame and looked around shiftily. “Just… thinking about universities.”
He logged into the computer before spinning his chair slightly to look more fully at Alexandria. “Ah. The Hailey-Edinburgh Question.”
“Is that a mathematical thing?” she asked, attempting for light and joking. She didn't think she made it.
He shot her a look that told her she didn’t. “No. Just the premise on which your whole existence is currently hanging.”
“Seems a little dramatic, don’t you think?”
“Do you?”
She sighed heavily. What was the point of pretending or trying to get out of it? They both knew what was going on. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Go to the university that’s right for you. You can’t go to the place that’s right for Hailey if it’s not the one for you.”
“But shouldn’t what’s right for her be a factor in my decision? Because that’s factoring in our friendship and how much she means to me.”
He frowned, pursing his lips as he opened his browser and logged into his own university application form in UCAS. “I think if you’re really friends with someone, and you care about them, you want what’s best for them, even if it takes them far away from you. Plus, good friends can make the distance work. It’s not like there’s no trains between the two places.”
“But it’s not… We’re not… It’s…” She sighed heavily. “It’s… complicated.”
He rolled his eyes. Even in the midst of her struggle, it amused Alexandria a little. She had been friends with Farid for years now and she enjoyed seeing how he’d relaxed a little, and become more comfortable over the years. Especially at calling out her nonsense.
He cleared his throat but lowered his voice. “It’s only complicated because you two are basically together but refuse to acknowledge it, probably in some weird bid to avoid getting hurt or having to ever break up or something. But it doesn’t work like that. Feelings don’t work like that. You’ve got a relationship in everything but name and that doesn’t make things like this easier. From what I can see, it makes things harder. You’re stuck wondering what you are and what you’ll become if you move away. You need Edinburgh like Hailey needs to stay here, but you can’t have a real conversation about what you’ll be when you move because you’re not naming that you’re dating. Can’t agree to a long-distance relationship if you refuse to acknowledge you’re in a relationship in the first place.”
Alexandria didn’t know what to say. How was it always things about Hailey that left her feeling that way?
She hadn’t known that Farid knew they were… more than friends, but she wasn’t surprised he did. He was quiet, intelligent, and one of the most observant people she knew. He was also going to be studying statistics at university and, as someone in the same field, Alexandria figured she should have known he’d be able to follow the patterns and discern the likely outcomes.
“So I just go and we don’t talk about it? We just stop talking altogether?” she asked.
He frowned. “Where did I say that? For someone so bright, you are awfully obtuse.”
She laughed, but it was an unhappy sound. “Then, what?”
“Oh, I don’t know…” He scratched his chin comically. “You could try talking about what you and Hailey are, what you need for university, and how you’d like to be long-distance girlfriends.”
“You’re just assuming that’s what I want?”
He shot her a look like she was insulting his intelligence.
He probably had a point.
He huffed. “I know that’s what you want. And it’s what she wants too. Well, I think, ideally, she’d want you both to go to the same uni, but she’s not silly, she knows what Edinburgh means to you, and, more than anything, she wants you to be happy.”
“You sound like you’re forty when you talk like that,” she laughed.
“You can remind me of that when I’m actually forty. We’ll see if I’ve made the horrifying decision not to change as a person,” he laughed, but they both knew he meant it. It was hard to see it now, it felt like they’d always be this way, but adults had been telling them for years that they’ll change when they go to university or join the ‘real world’ and get jobs. It felt hard to understand, but it seemed to be how things were supposed to work.
But that was also the rationale her parents had been using on her lately. Well, her whole life, really. They told her and Daniel time and time again that nothing from their childhoods would last. You could be popular in school and forgotten the minute you leave. You could think you have best friends you’ll never be without, but as you got older, you changed and became different people and it was ridiculous to assume the people you’d known as a teenager were going to change in the same ways you did. You grew, got jobs, built families, and became different people.
“Don’t throw away everything you’ve ever wanted for someone who will either hate you or be an inconvenience in five years,” her dad told them over and over
“Do you think we’ll still know each other when we’re forty?” she asked Farid.
He grinned. “Statistically, it might seem improbable, but I like our chances. I think we’ll defy the odds. Just like you and Hailey will.”
She thought about that. She liked the idea. Her parents, and every other adult around her, were right—university was going to bring so many changes. Lots of them were wonderful and exciting, but some were terrifying. She was going to be left in a city she barely knew, all alone, and she was going to have to make new friends and meet new people, and maybe it would be easier to stay here where she knew the places and the people, but it wasn’t what she wanted. As terrifying as it was, she wanted to move away. She just wanted to do it with Hailey by her side, even if it was just metaphorically.
Farid, too.
Maybe they could defy the odds.
She looked at him warmly. “Do you think so?”
“I do.” He nodded solemnly, looking wise beyond his years again. “But you do have to talk to her first in order to manifest all of that. And, once you do that, I look forward to you telling me how right I am when we’re all forty and old.”
Alexandria laughed. Her mum insisted forty wasn’t old, that it was when your life began, but she couldn’t deny that, to her seventeen-year-old self, it seemed a ways off.
She didn’t know if she’d know Farid then, or Hailey, but she hoped she would. Could she be married to Hailey? Their contract would have expired five years prior, they might have been married for half a decade… She didn’t think that would be the worst way to get old.
But Farid was right, to get there, she’d have to talk to Hailey. And she didn’t like that at all. 



Sixteen
Present day
 
Hailey locked the doors behind herself and Homer, sending them off for the night and heading for her car. She usually took the bus, but, knowing she was working a long day and would be using her lunch hour to join Esme’s bridal shopping expedition, she’d brought the car. Now, in the frosty night air, she was extra glad of it.
She turned the car on the minute she slammed the door behind her and waited for the sound of the locks clicking into place, cocooning her safely in the little red car. Knowing it was too soon and she was going to get blasted with cold air until the car warmed up didn’t stop her from turning the heating up high and rubbing her hands together as she waited for the warmth to come. She shivered hard, pulling her phone out to place it in the holder, and was surprised to find it already ringing.
The bottom dropped out of her stomach as she registered that it was Alexandria calling her. The initial flash of excitement at seeing her name there faded quickly into the fear that something was very wrong. It must be if Alexandria was calling her.
“Hello?” she said urgently into the phone upon answering. “Is everything okay?”
There was a loaded pause. “Hi.”
“Hello,” Hailey repeated, more than a little bewildered that Alexandria had called her and yet seemed unaware of why they were talking to one another.
“Hi. Sorry. I didn’t mean to call. Well, I did.” Hailey could practically hear her shaking her head. “I mean, I guess I did mean to call, I just didn’t think you’d answer, honestly.”
“Oh.” Hailey wasn’t sure what to do with that. “Do you want me to hang up and you can call back and speak to my answering machine?”
Of all the things she’d been expecting, she hadn’t been expecting Alexandria to laugh. “An answering machine? How old are you?”
Hailey had no idea what was happening, but she was happy to hear Alexandria laughing and assumed nothing bad was actually happening. It still did something to her when Alexandria joked so casually with her. Those glimpses of her soft heart were, even now, the greatest gifts Hailey could ever have received. “Ninety. But you’re older.”
“You know full well I’m younger than you, and I’m not the one who calls my voicemail an answering machine.”
Hailey was certain the warmth flooding through her wasn’t just from the car heating up. It was a dangerous game talking about ages with Alexandria, but Hailey would gladly play any game with her so long as she got to hear her laugh.
“So,” she said when their laughter subsided, “did you just need a break from Daley family time? Is that why you called?”
“Oh. Uh, no. I’m back home.”
Disappointment flooded through Hailey and she realised she’d been thinking about how, if Alexandria wanted to talk, Hailey could have gone over to the Daley house to hang out. Presumptuous, perhaps, but it still came naturally. Being around Alexandria came naturally. “Oh, cool. So, what’s up?”
She hesitated and, in the moments of loaded silence, Hailey’s brain filed through a million things she wanted to hear and a million she didn’t. “Well, I guess it was about my family.”
Not the worst it could have been. Not the best.
“Oh, yeah?” Hailey said, more interested than she tried to show.
“Yeah… I know it’s so weird of me to call you, but I needed to speak to someone who would get it. Plus, I’ve… you know… been in therapy and I’m trying to face the things I find difficult or want to avoid.”
“I’m something you want to avoid?” She was genuinely interested in the answer. She knew there were a million reasons she should be trying, or wanting, to avoid Alexandria, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel that way.
“No,” Alexandria said quietly. “Not really.”
Hailey felt like she was glowing inside. She laughed, attempting to remain casual. “So I’m not still the bane of your existence?”
Alexandria groaned in a way Hailey knew meant she was mortified. “Not in a bad way.”
“I’m not sure anyone has ever said that in a complimentary way,” she laughed.
“Well, consider this the first time, then. I’m a trendsetter.”
“Oh, of course. Starting a linguistic revolution.”
“You know me.”
There was something melancholy about her tone and it dimmed the edges of Hailey’s shine. They could be them again, but there were all the things still left unsaid, all of the things they needed to face if they were going to be anything of consequence again. And that was probably what Alexandria was avoiding.
Hailey was avoiding it too.
“I do know you,” she said, her voice softer, more emotional than she’d planned.
Alexandria cleared her throat. “So, anyway…”
“Yeah. What’s up?” The car felt colder again. The clear, dark night outside pressed in through the windows, and the deserted street she was parked on felt lonelier than it had a minute ago.
“I just…” Alexandria sighed in that way she did when she struggled with her own inability to say what she was actually feeling for fear of offending someone or being rude. “I wanted to thank you for all of the ways you’ve been supporting Daniel and Esme and calling out my mum. You really are very skilled at doing that. So, thank you.”
Hailey sucked in a breath, unsure of herself, of all of this. It was only ever Alexandria who could make her feel this way. “You don’t have to worry. I’m glad to be there for Esme and Dan. I’m glad to be there for you, too.”
Alexandria’s breath hitched. The space between them had never felt closer, or further apart. Hailey wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to acknowledge it or continue talking like she didn’t know Alexandria every bit as well as she knew herself.
“Esme chose the turquoise dress,” Alexandria said after several minutes of them listening to each other breathe.
“Ah.” Hailey could imagine how Susan would feel about that.
“I’m glad she did. She looked beautiful and happy in it.”
“She really did.” Hailey adjusted her seat back, leaning into it and smiling softly at the memory of Esme twirling before the mirror. She’d looked so content. Celia had looked so proud.
It was a foolish, painful thought, but she couldn’t help but be a little sad that, if it had been hers and Alexandria’s wedding, Alexandria wouldn’t get that look if she wanted anything other than a traditional gown. She wasn’t sure exactly what Alexandria dreamed of wearing at her wedding—if she dreamed of that at all—but she’d always suspected she’d do things her own way. Probably not a turquoise dress, but not whatever Susan would want to put her in.
Alexandria had been spot on when she’d said her parents were having a hard time realising she and Dan were their own people. Susan and Richard were still lost in the idea that Alexandria and Dan were little dolls to play house and dress up with, instead of the incredible, fully-formed individuals they were. If she ever had kids, Hailey never wanted to lose sight of who they were as people. How different Alexandria’s life might have been if she’d been given that.
How different her own life might have been if she’d been given that too.
“Daniel also told them he’s hyphenating his name,” Alexandria whispered. “Right before I had to leave.”
Hailey winced. “How did that go?”
“Pretty weird, honestly.” She sighed heavily. “It became a jumping off point for why Daniel feels the need to get married, so quickly and unconventionally, and what their friends are going to think.”
“What does it matter what their friends think? Get new friends if they can’t handle it.” Hailey seethed for Esme and Dan and Alexandria. What Susan’s and Richard's friends thought of Dan’s wedding was so far from relevant it was ridiculous.
“They talked about it for a while and… I think my mum started coming around.”
“Really?” It wasn’t that Hailey thought she couldn’t, or that she hadn’t been hoping for it, she’d just always assumed that if Susan started coming around, it wouldn’t be in a conversation with Richard. For all the ways Susan was insistent on being proper and polite, Hailey had always gotten the impression that Richard was even more set in his ways.
“Yeah. She mentioned that she sometimes missed her own maiden name and that she’d wondered about the custom, and maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if both families were honoured, especially if there are going to be kids involved. She made the point that, if I got married and took some guy’s name and gave that name to the kids, that would be nice, but maybe it would be nicer if they had a hyphenated last name.”
Like Davis-Daley.
Was being around Alexandria ever going to be anything other than complicated? Would she ever regret a single second with her, even if they made all her heart ache?
“What did your dad say?” she asked carefully.
“That it was traditional to take the man’s name and that Daniel and Esme should stop trying to rewrite the rulebook. He said I’d at least have an excuse to do things a new-fangled way if I married a woman, but Daniel and Esme have no excuse.”
“New-fangled? That’s what he said?”
“Yep. So Daniel told him maybe it wasn’t to be difficult but because he respected his wife. Mum said maybe this was just the modern way to do things and it might have been nice if Daniel and I had some connection to her maiden name. And Dad got grumpy and told us that if we wanted to engage in traditional institutions like marriage, we had to respect them, and that he respected Mum just fine. He says he’s given her everything she could want in a life and taking his name was hardly that much of an ask for all that. So, my mum backtracked a bit, and Daniel and I left.”
And, as her heart broke for Alexandria, Hailey finally understood why she hadn’t been able to resist calling. That was a lot to hear from your dad at any time. Hearing it now added extra weight Hailey could imagine only too well. Plus, her mum was finally showing signs of coming around on one thing about Dan’s wedding and her dad had to tear it down with a ridiculous show of patriarchal power?
Alexandria had always hated the casual misogyny her father engaged in. The older they’d gotten, the more common Hailey had realised it was—seemingly perfectly reasonable people who, when one tiny thing happened that they felt was a challenge to the patriarchy, would turn into completely different people. Except, they weren’t different people, they just managed to hide it under their everyday outfits of control. Alexandria had probably realised it too, but that wouldn’t make it easier that her dad was one of those people.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen now,” Alexandria whispered, her voice small, scared, and barely above a whisper.
“Whatever does, I’ll be right there by your side,” Hailey promised and she meant it.
“What do I do? My dad thinks any marriage I might enter into is some New Age weird thing, he’s exerting some ridiculous claim of ownership and demand for gratitude over my mum, and Daniel’s thinking about uninviting him from the wedding. He and Mum would blow up if they weren't invited.”
“They don’t even want the wedding to happen.”
Alexandria sighed. “I know, but it’s about appearances.”
“Except, it’s not,” Hailey insisted earnestly. “You know it’s not. It’s about Dan and Esme and the way they love each other. And it’s about them making that promise to each other, surrounded by the people who love, support, and accept them in all of the things they actually are.”
“Yeah, maybe you’re right. No. I know you’re right. Why is it so hard to just tell them that? To just call out how ridiculous and alienating they’re being to their faces?”
Hailey blew out a breath. “Because they trained you not to. For years. They worked on making you both into the perfect little children for their lifestyle production without realising that you’re already perfect exactly as you are.”
Alexandria took a shuddering breath. “Thank you.”
Hailey looked out at the still night around her. It didn’t feel so lonely anymore. “I’m glad you called,” she whispered, as if, by keeping her voice low, neither of them would have to let in exactly how much she meant it.
“Me too,” she replied, just as quietly. “Thanks for picking up.”
“I always will.” 



Seventeen
Seventeen years ago
 
It was four months since Hailey had last spoken to Alexandria. Four months in which her life had changed immeasurably, and she knew Alexandria’s had too. Four months in which she feared she’d lost who she was. It seemed to be coming back some days, but the ebbs and flows of grief and longing still took their toll. She’d tried hard to be her usual self, to put the loss away and make new friends, be part of her university, and absorb herself in her classes. Sometimes it worked. Others… not so much.
She’d made friends and having fun with them was becoming easier with each passing day, but she still hadn’t been able to tell them about Alexandria. In explanation of her oddly mercurial moods, she’d mentioned something about a breakup—even if she wasn’t sure it constituted that, not really—but that was it. Friendship breakups weren’t seen in the same light as romantic ones, and she knew she’d never get away with months of grief if she called it that. As if friendships weren’t every bit as consequential as romantic relationships. And, either way, she didn’t know which one she and Alexandria had been. A romantic relationship, probably, even if not in name. But she’d lost that and their friendship in one fell swoop and it was like life just carried on around her. There was no time to stop and grieve the way she needed to. There was nobody to help her out of the pits of despair that consumed her late at night. For seven years, the one who could was Alexandria. And now she was gone. Off in Edinburgh—technically in a whole other country—living her life and probably having a wonderful time without Hailey.
She stared at the ceiling of her room—a standard-issue room in halls, in a flat she shared with an eclectic bunch of housemates she’d probably have had a better time uniting if she’d been her regular self.
She wondered whether Alexandria thought of her.
When she was hurting, it was easy to think Alexandria didn’t care, that she’d moved on with her life, and was better off without Hailey. But, deep down, she knew Alexandria and that wasn’t her. None of this would be any easier for her than it was for Hailey. They’d made the choices they had to for themselves and their futures, but they’d both lost so much. There was no way Alexandria wasn’t feeling it every bit as much as Hailey was.
Making friends wasn’t easy for Alexandria, either. Hailey hoped she’d found her people, that the grief didn’t consume her so thoroughly that she was lost and alone in a sea of happy people in a city she was new to. Maybe she was being just like Hailey. Maybe she’d made friends and didn’t tell them the cause of the dark clouds that sometimes rolled in and took hold of her. Maybe she called Farid and cried on him too. He had always been Alexandria’s friend first, but, when Hailey ran into him in the library one day, she’d spiralled through a host of emotions so powerful Alexandria could have been the one standing before her.
It wasn’t his fault, he was just a memory of all the things she’d had and agreed to let go. He was the one who’d clued her in on the fact that she was in love with Alexandria. She’d probably have gotten there herself at some point, but that wasn’t what had happened. Farid had been there. He was Alexandria’s friend. He was probably still allowed to contact her. He knew Hailey and everything that she’d done wrong. And all of it was too much.
He’d already been aware of their decision to cut each other off, so, when Hailey had dissolved into panicked tears, he hadn’t required an explanation. His arm had wrapped around her and led them off somewhere private to let her cry into his shoulder for as long as she needed.
And she had.
She’d sobbed until her throat was raw. She’d cried about all the wrong decisions she’d made, all the ways she missed Alexandria, all the thoughts she had about jumping on a train to Edinburgh and winning Alexandria back. And how she couldn’t do that because they’d agreed. They knew it would hurt, but they knew growing apart would hurt more. They’d danced around the idea of a long-distance relationship without really calling it that. Maybe things would have been easier if they had called it that, but that wouldn’t have stopped the worry that they’d grow apart, become frustrated with one another, start arguing and tarnish every good memory they had of each other. Hailey desperately didn’t want to become her parents, not ever and definitely not with Alexandria. This way was supposed to be easier. Leaving on a high she thought she’d called it, knowing full well she didn’t actually believe that but thinking this was for the best. It was what Alexandria needed.
Now, every week, Farid came over for takeaway and a film night and he let Hailey cry out everything she needed to and told her it would get better in time. Hailey wondered whether that would be more believable if she didn’t know he thought they’d made the wrong decision by cutting contact with each other. And every time he said it, Hailey couldn’t help but wonder whether he was telling Alexandria the same thing when she called.
Knowing he might helped in some odd way, like she and Alexandria were in this together, even if they’d never been so far apart. But she couldn’t bring herself to ask.
And so the grief morphed and changed. It grew with her in odd ways, and her mum—without knowing what Hailey was grieving over—told her it had a way of doing that but, one day, you’d wake up and realise it was still a part of you, but a part you could handle. Hailey wondered whether that was why her parents’ divorce had taken so long. Grief, she had now learned, was a complicated beast. It seemed entirely possible that, even in the collapse of their relationship and all of the joy they had ever derived from one another, grief kept them clinging on when they needed to let go.
Maybe she and Alexandria had been right to let go when things were still good. Maybe one day, she’d look back and feel okay about the memories and all the things they could never be for one another. She doubted either of her parents would ever get that after what they’d become together.
But that didn’t make it easy now.
When she hurt, she wanted Alexandria, but even when she was okay, she wanted her. Every happy, funny, bizarre thing that happened in the day, she wanted to tell Alexandria. Sometimes that was every bit as hard as the pain. It was a different kind of sorrow but every road led her back to the worst day of her life so far and all the things she’d lost.
They’d cried, together and apart, so many times in the months running up to August.
When the deadline for uni choices had rolled around in March, it had felt like an awful guillotine being held above their heads, set on a timer that would expire all too soon. They’d talked about their choices, about the things they both needed. They’d both known long before those conversations that they were about to make the first decisions of their adult lives and their paths were heading in very different directions, but it didn’t make it easy when the deadline rolled around.
They’d clung to each other extra tightly that day. They’d gone back to Alexandria’s house after classes, the air around them heavy with unsaid things. Hailey had tearfully snapped at Mrs. Daley that Alexandria looked perfect when they’d helped themselves to dinner and she’d made a comment about Alexandria’s weight. The Daleys had saved her in a lot of ways—given her a safe place to be when home was too much, fed her, and, in their own way, cared for her—and she wasn’t ungrateful but she hated Mrs. Daley’s comments about Alexandria’s weight. She was perfect. Every single inch of her. Glorious and beautiful and intelligent and just the most incredible person ever. She was the prettiest person Hailey had ever seen. She didn’t need to lose weight. She was perfectly healthy.
Most days, they shrugged it off and Hailey reassured Alexandria she was perfect later, when they were alone. That day… Hailey hadn’t had pretending in her.
She’d apologised later, but she didn’t actually regret what she’d said, only how she’d said it.
And then the day was over. Decisions were final. And they had sobbed quietly on each other as they squeezed into Alexandria’s bed together, neither mentioning what was wrong. Knowing they didn’t have to.
The next day, Hailey had been exhausted. She’d felt like a ghost walking through her own life. And the world had gotten heavier every day between there and August.
Results day came and she’d never realised how deeply proud you could be of yourself and the person you loved whilst also being devastated. Not for a moment had she imagined Alexandria wouldn’t get the grades for Edinburgh, but when she did, when they’d nervously queued together to get their envelopes, their hands clasped tightly—not caring, for the first time, who might see—the guillotine had come crashing down. It tore her insides from her, ripped her life apart, and all she could see was their numbered days.
They’d promised themselves they were saying goodbye on August 31st. They’d have a couple of weeks to finish getting ready for uni and to grieve and remember that they wanted to always remember each other like this—in love and happy and perfect—rather than losing each other to the mist. And then they’d both be gone. Alexandria much further than Hailey, but still both gone.
Hailey had never expected the end of her childhood to feel so abrupt that it could be pinpointed on a calendar, but that was August 31st. She’d felt it as they’d clung to each other, exchanged one last gift, and whispered terrified, enduring ‘I love you’s into kisses and shoulders. She’d felt it when it had gotten too late and Mr. Daley had insisted on taking her home. She’d felt it when, for the first time ever, Alexandria hadn’t come on the drive with them. She felt it when Mr. Daley told her they were making the right decision to let childish friendships die. And she’d felt it every day since. She wasn’t sure it would ever go away.
She would forever be two people—with Alexandria and after Alexandria.
She wanted with back more than her heart could take.
Her eyes swam and her throat was thick with pain, and the past, and the present that wasn’t the one she wanted. She flipped her phone open and shut, the snap the only thing that felt real outside of Alexandria. They’d promised to delete each other’s numbers. She hadn’t done it yet. She didn’t have the strength. She wanted to call her so badly. She needed to hear her voice.
But she’d promised.
She pushed herself off the bed and pulled a small, decorative box from her wardrobe. Inside it lived all the Alexandria things she couldn’t bring herself to be without. Photos, notes, trinkets, mixtapes and CDs she’d made them both copies of.
And Alexandria’s parting gift.
A journal. A beautiful, exquisite, expensive journal. Engraved with Hailey’s initials.
Tucked inside its pages was an envelope, one Hailey had opened and read twice before she couldn’t take it anymore and shut it up in the box.
She ran her fingers over the journal. She felt Alexandria’s words through the pages and the cover, coursing through her—hot, painful, necessary. Words that told her how Alexandria hated that this was the end of their story, that she’d dreamt a different ending for the two of them—that she always would. Words that asked her to use the journal to forge a new path. Words that told her Alexandria would love her always. Words that told her to write a new story for herself; to write the life she wanted; to be proud and loved because she always was. By Alexandria. Even in her absence.
It was the most beautiful and the most painful gift she’d ever been given.
Her own had not been much better. Of course, she’d given Alexandria one last mixed CD. Joyous, heartbreaking, beautiful music. Music that told their story.
They’d given each other their past and their future. Their past filled with words said and unsaid, but all of it beautiful. Their future… unwritten.
And under it, their marriage contract. Their agreement that they’d marry each other at thirty-five.
Hailey understood now that, if she’d had Alexandria in her life, she’d never have gotten married to anyone else. She’d have been braver than her childhood self. She’d have put a label on their relationship. She’d have asked Alexandria out properly, and she would have been less afraid of what the people around them would say and do. She’d have loved her with every bone in her body and every bit of her soul.
And, if Alexandria hadn’t been there yet, she’d have waited for their thirty-fifth year and she’d have pulled that contract out and told Alexandria it had always been her, it would always be her, and she had never wanted to marry anyone but her.
That dream was gone, but the contract wasn’t. If she kept that contract, maybe there was hope. Maybe one day, Alexandria would find her way back to Hailey. Or Hailey would find her way back to Alexandria.
She couldn’t imagine writing any story that Alexandria wasn’t a part of. She didn’t want to.
She opened the pages of the journal, turned to the first, crisp, clean, untarnished page, and ran her fingers over it. Alexandria had always loved the first page of a new notebook—the promise, the hope, the possibilities. She was so much softer than she had ever been allowed to show. Hailey missed every part of her.
Maybe she couldn’t write a future with Alexandria. Maybe she couldn’t call her or take the train to Scotland. But she could write to her. She could spend the rest of her days writing letters she’d never send, filling books upon books with all of the things she wanted Alexandria to know. And maybe that would be enough. 



Eighteen
Present day
 
“Tell me why I run a business that needs customers to survive?” Hailey said into the phone, crashing into the pair of armless lounge chairs she had in her office.
When she and Alexandria had been at school, everyone had called this type of seat ‘the comfy chairs.’ As an adult, she wasn’t sure they were all that comfy. She wasn’t above sleeping in them in a pinch, but they weren’t especially comfy.
Alexandria giggled and that was almost enough to write off the exhausting day it had been. “Because you love mash?”
“Eh.” She laughed. “I do but there are a million other things I could have done with mash.”
There was an expectant pause before Alexandria asked cautiously, “Are there?”
Hailey had closed her eyes and was rubbing her forehead. She stopped and looked up at the empty room. She’d said that to Esme a couple of times, and to Farid once or twice. Neither of them had ever pointed out that mash was actually kind of niche. “Unhelpful, Alexandria,” she said.
“I’m guessing it was a rough day?”
Hailey hummed. “I’m just wondering what possessed me. Why did I think it was a good idea to open a fast-food restaurant?”
Alexandria was quiet for a moment. “I’ve kind of been wondering about that myself… Not with the same level of annoyance you seem to have right now, but you know.”
Hailey held her breath for a moment. Of course Alexandria was wondering about that. She’d become a statistician, which had been her goal when Hailey had known her, and Hailey was still left wondering about every step of the way, and about every minute of her working day. Hailey had done something completely random and unexpected. It would be weird if Alexandria didn’t wonder how it had come to be.
Phoning Alexandria again had come ridiculously naturally, even if they had only been doing it for a couple of days. It just felt right to pull out the phone and call her at the end of a long, tiring day.
But it wasn’t that simple. There were still so many things they didn’t know about each other. Still so many things they had to get over or work through together. Their dynamic and the ache to be around her seemed to have picked up like there had never been a gap, but it wasn’t that simple. Not really.
She wished it could be that simple.
She laughed to break her own mood. “You know, now that I think about it, I’m not really sure how we ended up here.”
“Hailey!” Alexandria cried, laughing. “Only you could go into something without a plan and without knowing how you did it, and make it a roaring success.”
She liked it too much when Alexandria said her name. She liked it too much when Alexandria laughed. She liked all of this too much. “I take umbrage with that accusation. I absolutely had a plan. They don’t give you business loans without a plan, you know? A very plan-y plan.”
“Oh, is that right?”
“Yes. I had projected overheads and everything.”
Alexandria laughed. “I apologise. I am sure you had an incredible plan to get yourself up and running. I’m just still not sure how a mash shop is where you landed.”
Hailey cast her mind back. It had been something of an accident. She’d always loved mash and some of her housemates at uni had laughed at her ability to make a dinner based around a bowl of mash any night of the week. When that had started to sound like a challenge, she’d branched out and tried mash for other meals. It worked.
In hindsight, she’d probably been drawn to mash because it reminded her of Alexandria in a lot of ways, but she didn’t need to start digging that whole thing up.
She’d known by the time graduation was rolling around that she wanted to run her own business and that she wanted it to be food-based. She wasn’t a chef but she saw how food brought people together. Food had gotten her through her… separation from Alexandria, and she’d used it to support friends throughout uni. It just felt like the right thing to do. And mash was something she’d kind of become known for at that point.
Alexandria giggled as Hailey told her a version of it that left out how much of it was connected to her.
“It’s very you to be there for everyone through the medium of mashed potatoes,” she said once Hailey was done.
Something about her tone made Hailey flush with pride. There were other people who’d been unable to deny Hailey was doing well even as they looked down on fast food mash. Alexandria wasn’t one of those people, and, no matter what had happened between them, Hailey had always been trying to make her proud. Hearing Alexandria impressed and complimentary was like a seal of approval. Like she’d finally made it and everything was right in the world.
Of course, being around Alexandria had always made her feel like everything was right in the world. Apparently, seventeen years and a difficult-to-define relationship didn’t change that.
“Who doesn’t love mash?” she asked Alexandria. “Add all your favourite toppings to mash and you’re onto a good ‘un.”
“Even if your favourite toppings are…” Hailey could practically hear the cogs turning in her brain. “Buckets of ketchup with cod in butter sauce? Do people still eat cod in butter sauce?”
Hailey laughed. From the way she held and conducted herself around others, most people in Alexandria’s life thought of her as very proper and mature and put together, and she was those things, but she was also this. Hailey still couldn’t stop herself from loving every version of her. “I don’t judge you for your beans and Welsh rarebit concoction. Why would I judge ketchup-fish people?”
“It’s cheese and beans. It’s a fairly classic combination,” Alexandria argued, sounding amusingly indignant.
“Don’t act like it’s a perfectly standard combination, like cheese and beans regularly. It’s delicious, but it isn’t exactly one of my highest earners.”
“Maybe that’s because you don’t have it as a standard menu item. If you put it up there, I’m sure people will buy it.”
She might be right—Hailey doubted it, but it was theoretically possible—but they both knew why it wasn’t on the menu. Hailey knew. Alexandria had to know. Even with how much of Mash-N-Go was built on a foundation of her and Alexandria, Welsh rarebit and beans was such an Alexandria dish that if it ever ended up on the menu, Hailey wouldn’t be able to think of anything to call it other than The Alexandria and there were a million reasons that wasn’t okay.
Hailey cleared her throat. “It would probably do better than ketchup-cod in butter sauce, but I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone order that and it isn’t going on the menu anytime soon either.”
“Shame. I’m sure the kids would love it.”
“And I’m sure their parents would want to kill me.”
“One of the perks of owning a restaurant?” she suggested with a laugh.
This whole thing they had going on was so weird but Hailey already felt more grounded, happier, as though a hole inside of her was being filled up again. Alexandria was still the place Hailey wanted to come home to.
She sighed heavily and listened as Alexandria adjusted her position. She had no idea where Alexandria was but, based on the rustling, she’d wager bed. Hailey didn’t want to think too much about Alexandria in bed. They’d spent so much time there together that the image came too readily and was complicated and confusing in a way neither of them needed right now.
“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Alexandria asked softly.
Unlike when some people asked that, Hailey knew she could refuse. Alexandria wouldn’t take it personally if Hailey wasn’t ready or didn’t want to talk about the things that bothered her—big and small. It had been like that when Hailey’s parents had come up last night. Alexandria had insisted Hailey didn’t have to talk about it, but it no longer bothered Hailey. She knew she was better off without them and it didn’t hurt anymore. Of course, it had been gratifying when Alexandria had gotten angry at them for their whole ‘it’s fine to be gay so long as you don’t talk about it or act on it’ thing, but Hailey really was over it. And she was happy to discuss it with Alexandria. Alexandria was safe and patient and understanding, and a million other things that made it safe to refuse but simultaneously made Hailey more willing to talk.
And so she did.
She ran through everything that had gone wrong that day—mixups in supply and execution; someone calling in sick at the last minute and Hailey missing her break to cover, and then just continuing to cover so she’d worked all day without eating anything; how tired and drained she was; the three customers who’d had bowls made and then changed their minds about what they’d wanted…
Then, she hesitated. “This one’s a bit… uh… weird talking to you about.”
Alexandria’s breath hitched. She moved in what Hailey assumed was a bid to cover her reaction—too late, but still an attempt. “Whatever it is, you can talk to me about it. It might be weird but we have been through a lot together.”
That was such an understatement. They both knew it.
Hailey blew out her breath. “It’s really nothing, and I can usually handle it, I’m just tired today.”
“That’s entirely valid,” Alexandria said. Her sweet understanding made Hailey long even harder than usual to have her back. Back in a way that was more than this odd, fragile thing they currently had, born of necessity more than anything else.
She wanted to be understood and supported. She wanted Alexandria to hold her, and debrief their days together. She wanted to laugh together, to sit in silence together.
She missed the silence. They’d always been so comfortable in silence together. Of all the things they were currently getting back, they didn’t have that. If they sat in silence together, it would be too much. They’d both be remembering and yearning and unsure of what to do. So long as they kept speaking, they could pretend.
“There’s a customer at the shop,” she said, feeling heavy and like she might cry. It was entirely unlike her. She swallowed around it, determined not to cry.
“Okay,” Alexandria prompted, concerned when Hailey didn’t continue.
“It really is nothing. I don’t know why it’s bothering me today.” She huffed. “She’s been trying to set me up with her granddaughter for months.”
“Ah. I see.”
“Yeah…” Hailey shook her head. It was ridiculous discussing this with Alexandria, but when had they not been ridiculous? “I’ve met the granddaughter a couple of times. She brings them in sometimes. They’re very lovely and sweet, but I’m not interested.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. Of all the things going on at the minute, it’s hardly that serious.”
“If it’s bothering you, it’s serious. It doesn’t matter whether you can handle it any other day, it doesn’t matter if there’s other stuff going on, what matters is that it’s bothering you, and talking about it might help.”
Hailey wriggled around on her chairs, mostly lying down at this point. It was so late. She wanted to go home and snuggle up in bed, just as she thought Alexandria was doing. She could just sleep here, but her hips and her back wouldn’t thank her tomorrow. And she needed food.
Alexandria was so good, so kind, and she cared so much, even about someone she hadn’t spoken to for seventeen years. All Hailey could really think about was how much she wished she could be going home to her. She’d probably have tea and food ready for Hailey—just as Hailey would for her on the days the roles were reversed. She’d wrap Hailey in blankets and snuggle up in bed with her and the whole day wouldn’t matter because she got to go home to Alexandria and tomorrow was another day that they’d face together.
This wasn’t a bad consolation prize, she supposed. It was a million times better than what she’d had a month ago. But, come tomorrow, they’d be facing different days, in different places, as two people who had known each other once upon a time. And, for that reason, this conversation needed to be light and inconsequential.
“I’m just sick of declining and then going back to being asked again,” Hailey said, pitching her voice to convey that it was a mild inconvenience as opposed to something that was weighing so heavily on her today. Tomorrow would be better and she’d feel more comfortable knowing she didn’t open her whole heart to her almost-ex. “And I could do without my staff making wiggly eyebrows at me every time she comes in and asks me when I’m going to call her granddaughter. Have you ever had a whole team of people wiggle their eyebrows at you simultaneously? It’s weird as fuck.”
Alexandria laughed awkwardly. “Uh, yeah, a couple of times, actually, and I’m sorry it’s happening to you.”
Hailey paused. Her eyes snapped open again. The desire to ask burned in her throat even when she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. “Who’s been doing it to you?”
She rolled her eyes at herself. Of course she was going to ask. She had terrible self-control around Alexandria Daley.
“Oh. We really don’t need to—”
“I want to know.” She shouldn’t, but she did. She was ignoring all of her previous thoughts about keeping things light and distant but she didn’t care. She wanted to know everything.
“Just, well, just some guy at work. Everyone was trying to get us together but I wasn’t interested.” It was obvious she felt awkward talking about it but there was also that edge Hailey had felt in herself—that need to tell the other everything from the last seventeen years. They were drawn to each other and they fit. They worked together in a way Hailey doubted either of them did with anyone else.
But that didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone else.
“You were interested in someone else?” Hailey asked, knowing she had no right to. “Dating someone else?”
“Oh, no,” Alexandria said, alarm clear in her voice, even as she tried to control it. “No, no. Nothing like that. I just really wasn’t interested.”
Something in Hailey felt soothed, much like when she’d realised Alexandria wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. “Well,” she said, relaxing into the chairs again, “anyone would be lucky to have you.”
Alexandria scoffed. “Thanks but there hasn’t been anyone since…”
Hailey listened to her cut off as if she’d realised what she was saying. She must be tired if she was saying things without thinking them through. They were both tired, maybe they’d both forget this conversation by morning, forget the things they’d each revealed. Part of her hoped for that, the other part was dancing. She didn’t need Alexandria to finish the sentence to know she’d meant since them. She shouldn’t really be happy about it. When they’d gone their separate ways, she had wanted Alexandria to live a full, happy life. She’d known that meant romantic partners—not for everyone, sure, but she and Alexandria both wanted that. The fact that Alexandria hadn’t wanted that with anyone else made Hailey feel better about the fact she hadn’t either.
At first, she hadn’t been interested in anything romantic ever again. She imagined Alexandria felt the same. As the years dragged on, the yearning for it had come back, but it had always been Alexandria. She’d assumed that, eventually, missing and wanting Alexandria would go away, and she’d be able to date other people. Or that someone would come along one day who could snap her out of wanting Alexandria.
Seventeen years later, it hadn’t happened. She’d begun to make her peace with it. Her life was full in so many other ways, she didn’t need a romantic partnership.
And then Alexandria had come back and, with her, came a million glances of all the things Hailey wanted, just out of her grasp.
It was comforting to know Alexandria felt the same, that she had been going through the same thing. It also caused something dangerous to take root in her stomach. Hope.
She shuffled in her seat, sitting up. She needed to be more awake, to adjust the conversation. They couldn’t talk to each other like this—soft and sleepy and honest. Not yet, at least.
The day had been full of safe things to talk about. She cast around for one. “Any news from your parents?” she asked, knowing that would change the mood.
She knew it was cowardly but she wasn’t ready yet. So many years of pain couldn’t just be put away. They’d gone through so much together and she needed a clear mind if they were going to have conversations about their time apart, about them. She needed a sign that Alexandria was even open to those conversations. Something more than her sleepily mentioning she’d been single for seventeen years.
And so she listened to Alexandria’s updates. She talked about safe things. She protected both their hearts until neither could last any longer and the pair of them drifted off to sleep. 



Nineteen
Present Day
 
Alexandria sagged in her seat on the slightly chilly train. It had been a weird week, what with her calling Hailey after the whole thing with her parents on Sunday, and not really knowing why she was doing it but refusing to hang up. She hadn’t known what to do or say after they’d hung up on Sunday night, so she’d been kind of relieved when Hailey took the decision out of her hands. It had been a little thing, really, but getting that text to check she was doing okay during her lunch break on Monday had set Alexandria’s heart fluttering and put to bed the way she’d been chastising herself all morning.
The fact she’d called Hailey was still weird. She had other friends, other people she could have called, people she’d actually been around over the last seventeen years. There was no good explanation for why she’d called Hailey. She just had. It felt right. And now, she couldn’t quite bring herself to regret it. Even if things were weird.
They’d spoken every day this week. She was even sure they’d fallen asleep on the phone together one night, though, when she’d woken up, the call had been disconnected. She’d been trying hard not to think about whether it had really happened or whether it was just a dream.
No matter what it was, or how weird, Alexandria loved it. Being the person who got the debrief on Hailey’s day gave her so many of the things she’d spent seventeen years wanting.
She was the person Hailey called when something had gone awry at Mash-N-Go—such as when Esme had been so distracted by the wedding that instead of making up a cheese sauce, she’d made custard. And then poured it on an unsuspecting customer’s breakfast. Hailey hadn’t even known they had custard mix in the shop. Alexandria was the one who reassured Hailey and who then laughed with her about the chaos.
Hailey was the one who asked Alexandria how work was going and who wanted to be kept up-to-date on any news from her parents. Alexandria hadn’t had anything like that since Hailey the first time around. She was beyond grateful to have someone who cared, someone she could talk to about the fact that Daniel had uninvited both of their parents from the wedding, and about how she hadn’t heard from either of them since. And Hailey was the one who told her that town rumours implied Susan had moved out of the family home, for the time being at least.
Even in the midst of Daniel’s disappointment in their parents, her own dismay, and the chaos that was the run-up to the wedding, talking with Hailey was nice. It was unbelievably complicated, sure, but it was still nice. It felt like coming home to the only place that had ever felt right, and it made Alexandria wonder, again, whether they’d made the right decision going their separate ways so long ago.
Having gone through all of the grief, after years of missing her, and now having her back, Alexandria wasn’t sure they’d chosen correctly.
Back then, they’d both been so terrified of being beaten up or thrown out or ostracised that they hadn’t even been able to name what they were to each other. A valid concern since she’d recently found out that Hailey’s parents probably would have thrown her out if they’d announced their relationship. And, even now, Alexandria still worried in some places about being beaten up for being bisexual. So it wasn’t as though she couldn’t understand her younger self, but there was a particular form of heartbreak associated with grieving a girlfriend who had never officially been yours. Especially when, seventeen years later, you were still stuck on her.
She’d never attempted to explain the whole situation to anyone other than Farid, but she knew they wouldn’t understand even if she did. How could they understand still being in love with your girlfriend-that-wasn’t, still grieving a relationship that never really was? How could anyone understand that, to this day, she kept her copy of that marriage contract because, deep down, she’d always been hoping they’d find their way back to one another when they’d never officially been together in the first place? The lack of a label had made zero difference to how they felt, but it made it hard for others to comprehend.
She squeezed her eyes closed. She was tired and drained and wound tight at what was happening with her parents and what she needed to do for the wedding and whether she was going to see Hailey this weekend…
She wanted to. She’d told Hailey she’d be back this weekend, and her heart had crumpled slightly when Hailey’s only response was to suggest that maybe they’d run into each other again.
Alexandria couldn’t tell whether Hailey really was that nonchalant about the two of them, or whether it was a coping strategy to avoid admitting she wanted to see Alexandria too. Whatever it was, Alexandria’s sorry little heart hurt when she thought about it.
Of course, realistically, they were bound to see each other. They’d seen each other every weekend Alexandria had been back for the wedding preparations. It was even more inevitable now that they were talking to each other again. For, if it didn’t happen accidentally, Alexandria wasn’t sure she’d be able to stay away.
There weren’t a great many things Alexandria had been unable to resist in her life, but Hailey Davis had been irresistible since the first day they’d met.
When they were younger, she’d loved Hailey so fiercely it scared her. Her parents had told her how nobody met The One at eleven, that she needed to go off to university and live her life and not look back. They’d never named Hailey, but it was obvious to Alexandria that they’d suspected.
It was a sentiment she’d heard a million times over. You don’t meet your soulmate when you’re a child. You don’t give up your plans for your life for a secondary school girlfriend. It was never going to last. You needed to live your life, figure out who you were, and find someone when you were a little older who worked with you. Someone who wanted the same things you did.
It had seemed impossible that they could make it work. She dreaded the idea of Hailey growing away from her, of the two of them fighting like Hailey’s parents, of feeling her slipping through her fingers. It had hurt like hell cutting her off, but Alexandria had told herself over and over again that it was the right thing to do, that they were kids and they couldn’t make it work.
But then, she’d never gone away. Hailey had stayed just as forcefully in her heart and in her being as if she’d been right there beside her. No amount of hurting or crying or trying to forget changed anything. No amount of staying away from her stopped Alexandria from loving and wanting her.
After enough years, Alexandria had told herself it wasn’t even Hailey anymore, it was some dream version of her she was holding onto. Reality was different, her wildest imaginings were unfair to who Hailey actually was. But then she was there again. Every bit as perfect as Alexandria had been imagining all these years.
And Alexandria was every bit as in love with her as she always had been.
She opened her eyes knowing there was no use in dwelling on Hailey—they’d had seventeen years to sort that out and, clearly, what would be, would be. She was half an hour away from Newell and had bigger issues. Like, how Daniel was doing after uninviting their parents to his wedding. And whatever the fallout from that whole thing was going to be. Their parents were not the type to go quietly.
She ate the baguette she’d bought in the train station, listened to her audiobook, and gazed out of the window while wishing the darkness outside didn’t reflect the train car back so clearly that it looked as if she were watching the other passengers. In other circumstances, it would have been a relaxing journey.
However, even stressing as she had, for basically the entire trip, it hadn’t once occurred to her that she would step out into the main station and find her mother waiting for her. But, the doubletake she did as her eyes caught on that familiar wool coat confirmed that it was her mum standing in the half-empty station, waiting for her.
She frowned and approached slowly. She couldn’t remember a time she’d ever seen her mother so conflicted or contrite. “Mum? Hello.”
Her mother’s mouth twitched unhappily. “Alexandria, good evening. I apologise for accosting you at the station.”
“It’s really okay,” she said, feeling stiff, uncomfortable, as she watched her mother’s hand gesture at the space around them. “Is everything okay?”
She hummed. “I did not think you’d answer if I called you.”
“I would have.” It was surprising that her mum thought otherwise, but maybe everything was surprising these days.
“Oh. Well. That’s nice.” Susan cleared her throat and Alexandria almost laughed at the awkwardness of this whole thing. “Your father and I are… figuring some things out.”
Alexandria had been wondering about them all week. She’d been wondering about her mum all week.
Susan had picked and prodded at all the things she thought Daniel and Esme were doing wrong, but, when she’d started coming around on the names thing and their dad had cut her down, Alexandria had wondered how much of that had been Susan and how much of it was what she thought she was supposed to be.
“It is hard,” Susan continued, unable to look directly at her, “to disagree with the man you’ve been with for forty years. I know we’ve seemed old-fashioned and odd to you and Daniel, and it might seem unbelievable to you, but this is the only life I’ve ever known as an adult.”
“It’s okay, Mum—” Alexandria said, her heart aching for her mother.
“No, it’s not. Your father said unforgivable things and I just stood there and let him.” She looked at Alexandria intently. “I want to be very clear that I do not think you’re odd. I do not think who you love is odd. It is hard for me to understand the need to do things differently sometimes, but, no matter what I think, you and Daniel are my children, and I love and support you always.”
Alexandria wasn’t sure what to say. The only person she’d admitted how much it hurt hearing her dad talk about her potentially marrying a woman as new-fangled to was Hailey. Only to Hailey had she talked about how much it felt as though half of her identity would be erased if she married a man, and how much it felt like her dad would prefer that so he could pretend she was just like him and Mum. Up until this point, he’d always seemed to accept her as she was. He wasn’t especially gentle but he hadn’t been mean. The last thing she’d been expecting was thinly-veiled homophobia. And she definitely hadn’t been expecting that conversation to be the straw that broke the camel’s back, as she was now beginning to understand it might be for her mother.
Susan took a deep breath. “I know I’m not always the easiest mum, but I do love you both. I still have a lot to figure out and I’m going to get some therapy, work through my issues and things, you know?”
“That’s great,” Alexandria said weakly. She meant it, it was just hard watching her mum like this and wondering whether she’d ever really known her.
She wondered whether Susan had known herself lately, which was one of the sadder thoughts she’d ever had. Who might Susan be without the weight of expectation on her?
“Thank you.” She sniffed. “I think it’s probably overdue. There’s likely a whole host of things that are, but I’m trying, and… that will have to be enough for now, I suppose.”
“It’s enough,” Alexandria said. They would have a lot to work through—her mum definitely had a lot to work through—but she was trying and, for the first time in Alexandria’s life, she felt like they were really talking. It was nice, even amidst the awkwardness of it.
“Thank you. I don’t know if that’s true. I am still here for selfish reasons, I suppose.”
Alexandria frowned. “How do you mean?”
Susan cleared her throat. “Your brother has uninvited us from the wedding. I know I’ve been terrible and critical and needlessly mean, and I just backtracked to agree with your dad about the… the whole name thing, but Daniel is my only son and I would like to be there on his wedding day.”
Alexandria nodded. She would support whatever Daniel decided—a decision which, she imagined, would hinge on what was actually going on with their parents and what their mum had to say to him—but she understood her mother’s desire to be there.
“I knew you’d be back tonight and that you’ll be staying with him, and I was wondering…” Susan sighed heavily. “I know I have no right to ask, but he’s blocked us and I didn’t know how else to get the message to him.” She reached into her handbag and pulled out an envelope. “Could you give him this?”
Alexandria reached out to take it. The crisp, white envelope showed no signs of how consequential the letter inside might be—would need to be if it were to reverse the course the Daley family was on. “I’ll ask him if he’s willing to read it. I’ll tell him about this conversation. But I won’t force him to read it if he isn’t ready or doesn’t want to.”
Susan’s shoulders shrank slightly. She nodded. “I understand. Thank you, Alexandria.”
“No problem.” Awkwardly, almost shy, she leaned in to kiss her mother briefly on the cheek. “Thanks for coming.”
Susan nodded, gave her one last, regret-filled look, and turned to leave.
Alexandria watched her go, clutching the letter tightly. Her mother was a proud woman, she could only imagine what it had taken to work herself up to this. Just the fact that she had was proof something was changing. Whether it could change in a week, in time for the wedding, Alexandria wasn’t sure, but change was coming. 



Twenty
Present day
 
Hailey was already itching to see Alexandria and she didn’t even know if she was back in Newell yet. It was ridiculous and she knew it. Alexandria had hinted at whether they would see each other and Hailey had played it off like a joke in some ridiculous act of self-preservation, something to protect her heart, to prevent giving herself away as the fool for Alexandria she was. It was a pointless effort. She could have—should have—just admitted that she was hoping for the same thing, that she’d happily pick her up at the station, and that she could stay here, with Hailey.
Well, probably not that one. It was way too quick for that. They had too much history between them to jump too quickly into anything like that, but she could have at least admitted to wanting to see Alexandria.
Why did everything have to be so complicated when it came to Alexandria Daley? Why couldn’t they just be that insufferably in love married couple she’d always wanted them to be? Why couldn’t they have stayed together, beaten the odds, and been blissfully in love, instead of whatever this was?
She knew why, but the logic offered little comfort. Especially when Alexandria was so close and still so far away.
Besides, they’d see each other soon. Alexandria had been back each weekend to prepare for the wedding, and they’d run into each other time and time again. They even saw each other when she was only back for a few hours. They weren’t going to miss each other this time, not when she was here all weekend and it was only Friday night.
As she was busy groaning into one of her sofa cushions, frustrated with her own uselessness, someone knocked on her front door. She stopped groaning, pulled the cushion from her face, and frowned, wondering who it was. Most people let her know before they came by, and it wasn’t likely to be people selling anything at this time of night.
She wandered to the door, not bothering to flatten her hair from where the cushion had messed it up. She wasn’t sure exactly what it looked like, but she could see flyaways fluttering around her forehead, so she imagined it was interesting, to say the least.
The peephole was no help. All she could see was the back of a figure, shrouded in night. She really needed to get an outdoor light.
She cracked the door, keeping the chain on, and hoping whoever the figure was wouldn’t murder her.
Alexandria’s beautiful, familiar laugh was not the sound she was expecting to hear, but it was the sound that hit her as the figure turned to look at her through the crack in the door.
“It’s you,” Hailey said, so shocked that her mind went blank of anything other than the fact that Alexandria was on her doorstep. On a Friday night.
Was this a booty call?
She shuddered at the fact her brain had thought that. Even more so when she realised it had been a little hopeful as it did. Even if Alexandria was the booty-call type, she would never do it with all of their history weighing between them as it was.
“It’s me,” Alexandria confirmed with a smile as Hailey’s brain finally kicked back into gear and she manoeuvred the door to take the chain off and open it fully. “Sorry for showing up unannounced.”
Hailey shook her head, taking in the guilty way Alexandria was shifting about. Nothing was wrong, she was just here. Visiting. The knowledge zipped around excitedly inside her. “That’s okay. Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, uh… I was supposed to stay with Daniel but he and Esme got bored driving back from wherever they went to get his suit for the wedding, so they booked a hotel for the night. He didn’t call to tell me until I was standing on the kerb outside the station, waiting for him to pick me up.” She rolled her eyes but Hailey knew she would forgive Dan with ease. “I made the mistake of wondering aloud what I was going to do for the night and they… gave me your address. Sorry. I probably still should have gone somewhere else… I can still go somewhere else if you like. I wasn’t planning to stay all night, I promise. I just thought I’d stop here while I book a hotel and then I’ll go there, but I now realise even that was a little presumptuous.”
Hailey stared at her, somewhere between amused and confused. “Do you really think I’m not going to let you in?”
“Well… no,” Alexandria said, looking like she was absolutely dying of mortification.
Hailey laughed. “And do you really think I’m not going to let you stay here and send you to a random hotel instead?” She didn’t need to ask why Alexandria wasn’t going to her parents’ after last weekend.
“Maybe?” she replied, but the way she winced suggested she didn’t, she just felt weird about the situation.
Everything was weird lately. Throwing one more thing into the mix hardly made a difference.
“Come on in, trouble,” Hailey said, grinning and stepping aside to let Alexandria in.
As her gaze moved into her house, following Alexandria, she suddenly realised she hadn’t considered whether it was actually a good idea to have her here. She’d wanted it so badly, and had been so excited to see Alexandria, that she hadn’t assessed whether it was safe. Nothing appeared to be too problematic at first glance.
Her eyes caught on the heavy wooden bookcase in the corner. Everything was fine so long as Alexandria didn’t pry too deep or ask too many questions.
She closed the door and turned back to look at Alexandria, her stomach exploding excitedly at the fact that she was there. And nervously at the fact that she was there. In Hailey’s home. Finally.
Alexandria frowned and Hailey panicked for a split second over what she’d seen before she said, “Are you okay?”
“I’m great. Why?” Hailey asked, her eyes wide.
“You look…” She waved her hand over her own head, but Hailey knew she was referring to her chaotic hair. “Hectic.”
Hailey ruffled her hair, hoping it would begin behaving. She regretted the fact that she’d been screaming into a cushion when Alexandria arrived and that she hadn’t even bothered to tidy herself up before answering the door.
In her defence, she definitely hadn’t been expecting Alexandria, though she didn’t think explaining that whole thing was a good idea.
“I’m great,” she said, casting around for an excuse. “I was just… booking my flu jab.”
Alexandria’s eyebrows shot up. Hailey loved how expressive Alexandria was around her. Even now, years later, she was still every bit as real and authentic around Hailey as she’d ever been. Around others, she’d been taught to keep herself on lockdown. Hailey didn’t know whether she was consciously letting the walls down or whether it just came naturally with her. She didn’t care which it was. They both made her feel warm and fuzzy.
“Your flu jab?” Alexandria asked sceptically.
“Yes. You know, winter’s coming. Flu season. Gotta be prepared and all that.”
“Indeed. And, is your flu jab always such a source of stress?” She nodded at Hailey’s hair.
Hailey’s insides swooped at the fact that Alexandria remembered she messed with her hair when she was stressed. It hadn’t even happened on purpose this time, but she supposed the cause had been stress. Kind of. Perhaps not in the way Alexandria meant, but she supposed perfectly calm people didn’t scream into their sofa cushions.
She shook her head, stepping around Alexandria and leading the way into the living room. “Sometimes.”
Alexandria giggled as she took her shoes off and placed them by Hailey’s at the door. It was such a simple gesture, one a number of Hailey’s friends had done over the years, but there was something so much more magical and intimate about it when it was Alexandria. Hailey wondered whether it was the fact that she was staying the night, or whether it was the fact that it was Alexandria and she was finally here. Hailey had lost count of the number of times she’d dreamed of coming home to her, coming home with her. Both of their shoes by the door, their coats hanging together on the hooks… And here it was.
“Make yourself at home,” Hailey said, knowing that, no matter how she felt, Alexandria would need the invitation. They weren’t where they had been before.
She headed into the kitchen to make tea, refusing to look at Alexandria settling into her couch like she belonged there.
The kitchen looked clear of anything that could embarrass her or cause problems.
She moved mechanically around the kitchen, making tea on autopilot as she ran through the items in her guest room in her head. She still had a box of things from Alexandria, a collection of items from their time together, but that was in her bedroom since she’d brought it down from the attic. It felt like it was burning a hole in the ceiling. Hailey worried it would fall through, straight into Alexandria’s lap, at any moment, thus exposing her fragile little heart all over again.
She splashed milk into Alexandria’s mug, antsier than she’d ever been in this house, and carried both of their cups back into the living room.
Alexandria was still sitting in the same spot. Hailey breathed a sigh of relief that she hadn’t been ransacking the place while she was alone, looking for evidence that Hailey still loved and missed her. Not that she thought Alexandria would do that, her head was just all over the place in her presence.
She knew she needed to be calm, to remember nothing had actually changed between them, but Alexandria was such a vision here. She looked perfect nestled into the navy, velvet sofa. The way she smiled shyly at Hailey was one of the most beautiful things Hailey had ever seen.
None of it made sense. It had been seventeen years. She was supposed to be over her. They hadn’t seen each other once in that time. How was it possible to keep loving someone so much in their absence? How was it possible to immediately feel the world falling back into place the minute they returned?
And how was it that, even with their history and her understanding of why they’d gone their separate ways, the only thing she really wanted in the universe was to flop down on the couch with Alexandria and never stop coming home to her for the rest of time?
She placed the tea on the coffee table and did sit down beside Alexandria, though not nearly as close as she so desperately wanted to. She smiled, a little awkwardly, and gestured to the two mugs. “Enjoy.”
Alexandria was watching her with an expression Hailey didn’t understand. Her eyes were slightly narrowed and there was something wondering and wondrous about her gaze. She leaned forward, delicately picked up the mug, and breathed it in deeply, her eyes closing as she did so.
She might think Hailey was the bane of her existence, but she was absolutely going to be the end of Hailey’s. The things seeing her like this did to Hailey were not the kinds of things one could recover from. There was no way she could just go back to nothing, to never seeing Alexandria again, to spending her days pretending that she’d never known Alexandria, never loved her…
“You remembered,” Alexandria whispered after taking a sip of her tea, her eyes still closed.
Hailey almost asked what she meant but, before she could get the words out, she finally realised she hadn’t asked what Alexandria wanted to drink or how she took her tea. The Alexandria she’d known loved her evening tea. She loved it with half a teaspoon of sugar and a little splash of milk.
And foolish, reckless, distracted Hailey had made her exactly that. Without even checking if that’s how she still took it.
Hailey froze, her eyes wide, her heart pounding. She needed an excuse. Anything other than yeah, sorry, still in love with you.
“It’s perfect,” Alexandria said, her voice a little louder but not enough to remove the sense of intimacy that had snuck in and coiled around them. Instead, it filled the room, filled the space between them, and it pulled on every atom in Hailey’s body, begging her to let it in, to be closer to Alexandria.
She wanted to give in so badly.
She cleared her throat. “I’m glad. Sorry, I should have checked that’s still how you take it.”
Unexpectedly, Alexandria flushed instantly. Hailey had no idea what about the statement had caused that response, but she was desperate to ask. Normally, she’d make a joke, a slightly flirtatious one that served as a question and got her the information she wanted. As it stood, it seemed Alexandria’s presence in her home had broken something inside of her and she’d forgotten entirely how to be cool and flirtatious.
“Uh, yeah,” Alexandria said, stiffening slightly and looking away. “That’s still how I like it.”
Hailey was fascinated. Something about her answer was stilted and off. Not in a way that scared Hailey, but in a way that made curiosity burn even brighter inside. Alexandria was avoiding the full answer, she was keeping something hidden, but not because of anything bad. She was doing that thing where she got shy around Hailey, and that always meant the real answer was going to make Hailey’s heart giddy and excited and send her rocketing off to cloud nine.
She wanted that answer so badly.
She chuckled. “No need to be embarrassed, Daley.”
Alexandria sucked in a sharp breath, just as Hailey had imagined she would. They both knew what she was doing but that didn’t mean it hadn’t landed.
The fact that Alexandria didn’t seem upset about the move was also landing. Right in Hailey’s heart. Right in all of the cracked, broken, hurt parts of her that had spent the last seventeen years missing this woman so badly.
They looked at each other for a moment too long. Alexandria’s face was already bright red and Hailey could feel hers heating up the longer the look held. She couldn’t find it in herself to mind, not when Alexandria was looking at her like that again. Finally.
The sound of a car speeding down the road out front disturbed the moment and Alexandria breathed raggedly, like the air had become heavy and alive and impossible to breathe in for her too.
“I’m not embarrassed,” she muttered, failing to look at Hailey and moving to sip at her tea again, almost choking if the way she cleared her throat was any indication.
Hailey wanted to push for the truth. As ever, she wanted to know everything Alexandria was thinking. But she knew she needed to be careful, patient… She wasn’t sure what she was being patient for—or, rather, she didn’t want to let in what she was hoping for—but she knew it was what they both needed right now. If she pushed too hard, she’d push Alexandria away. She had no idea how much time they had together—just until the wedding? Or would they stay in touch afterwards?—but she wasn’t going to rush it by pushing her away. “Sure you’re not,” she laughed, reaching for her own tea and forcing herself to relax back into the sofa, the picture of ease even if she felt like anything but.
Alexandria rolled her eyes and Hailey knew they were making it out safely. A change of subject was coming but Alexandria was still there. And that was the most important thing.
Hailey sipped her tea while subtly watching the way Alexandria’s eyes cast around the room. It felt so natural having her there that it was almost odd to think about the fact that she was seeing it all for the first time. There was nothing to learn here about who Hailey was that Alexandria didn’t already know, but it felt oddly intimate and appealing to watch Alexandria’s eyes flit around the room like she was drinking in Hailey herself rather than just the room.
She breathed the slightest of laughs before looking purposefully at Hailey. “You still have the journal. And a million others.”
The happy awe that filled her voice was almost lost on Hailey who felt as though she was in a car that had just hit an unexpected dip in the road. The bookshelf. Of course there was something here that would give her away. Of course Alexandria would notice and bring it up. She always had been able to keep Hailey on her toes.
“Uh, yeah.” Hailey couldn’t help but look at the shelf too. A whole row of journals, almost identical to the very first one. The one Alexandria had gifted her. Hailey didn’t get them embossed with her initials as Alexandria had, but she had done her best to keep using the same journals. And now, they stood in a tidy but exposing row at the bottom of the bookcase. “It was a great gift. Thank you.”
Her heart hurt thinking about that first journal—the moment she’d received it, the moment she’d finally used it, the tradition it had started that lasted until this day. The one she was currently writing in was in her bedside table, so there was no chance of Alexandria seeing that, but there was no hiding the others from her.
“I’m really glad. And I’m glad journaling seems to agree with you.” She smiled somewhat sadly before forcing her expression to be happy again. “Not that I’m surprised. You always were very communicative.”
Hailey didn’t know how to feel. Part of her wanted to show them to Alexandria. The other part knew she couldn’t. But she wondered whether they were part of the reason why it made so much sense to have Alexandria here, why it felt like she belonged and had been here before. Hailey had curated a home she loved, one that reflected her surprisingly well, but Alexandria had been here too.
She was in the marriage contract that lived in the box upstairs. She was in all of the tokens Hailey had kept, tucked away with the contract. And in twenty journals. Journals filled with thoughts and letters and half-conversations written to and for Alexandria. They captured so much of what Hailey had gone through, but they were Alexandria too. They were to her, for her, and it was impossible to have Hailey without Alexandria. Even apart, she was a huge part of Hailey, and having her here was simply Alexandria coming home to all of the fractured pieces of her Hailey had been nursing over the last seventeen years. 



Twenty-One
Present day
 
It was an odd look at a life that could have been, sitting a little too close to Hailey as they watched TV together and sipped their tea. Alexandria felt the yearning to be closer, to have more of this, while also feeling bogged down by all of the reasons they didn’t have this.
She knew that, if this was their every Friday night—and what a wonderful Friday night that would be each week—they’d be sitting even closer. They always had been close—emotionally and physically. The tiny gap that separated them now felt like a chasm between them, filled with seventeen years and bad decisions and uncertainty at their present. She could practically feel the heat rolling off Hailey and reaching towards her, pulling her in like gravity. She wanted to give in, but they were different people now and, after seventeen years, she had little hope that Hailey still felt the same way about her.
But still, she couldn’t deny the way things felt between them. The weight of things passed was still there, but there was a pull between them. Things worked and felt right when they were together. Alexandria relaxed around her, even as the tension of wanting her and never having her pulled taut at her heart.
She kept her head turned towards the TV, barely taking in what they were watching as her eyes wandered constantly back to the bookshelf.
Half of it was filled with music—CDs that were an unusual sight in homes today, but that felt so very Hailey, and records that were back in vogue again. One shelf was filled with books. Alexandria was almost as curious about those as she was the music. And the final row was filled with journals. Those were the most interesting of all. Most of them matched the one she’d given Hailey all those years ago, the one she was certain was at the furthest end. She didn’t want to read them, they were Hailey’s personal thoughts after all, but she wanted to know her.
When she’d given Hailey the journal, she’d told her to write her story. Now that she knew she had, Alexandria wanted to know what it was. She wanted her mind and soul to be filled with Hailey, with all of the versions of her that had existed in the last seventeen years. She wanted to know how the Hailey she’d loved forever ago had become the Hailey she still loved now. And apparently, all of it was sitting there, innocently, on a shelf in Hailey’s living room, as if the books didn’t contain the most consequential of lives.
In the time they’d been apart, Alexandria had thought of Hailey often. She’d cried and raged and broken. She’d loved her and missed her and hated the distance. She’d argued with herself over the choices she’d made, tried to convince herself to go back and change things or to reach out and fix them. But she never had. They’d both agreed this was the right thing to do. She knew how badly Hailey didn’t want them to turn into her parents. Alexandria didn’t want that either. She’d hardly spent any time around the Davis family but even that was enough to know she didn’t want to become that with Hailey. So she’d forged forwards, never falling for anyone else. Barely even dating anyone else. Almost two decades of pining over Hailey Davis while she built the life she’d traded her in for.
It was a good life, but now, with wisdom and distance, she thought they might have made it. She knew she’d made a mistake listening to the doubtful voices around her, no matter how forceful they’d been. And, even if they had drifted apart and broken up, it couldn’t possibly have been worse than this.
As she took in Hailey’s home and saw fragments of her in the decor, in the journals, in the choices she made for her life and her home, Alexandria couldn’t help but wonder what Hailey would see if she came into Alexandria’s apartment. She’d never really thought about how much homes gave away about their occupants, but now, sitting in this incredibly Hailey place, she couldn’t deny how obvious it was.
Her own place was tidy, minimalist, almost soulless if she was being honest. It was rented so there was only so much she could do, but she kept it neat and distant, much like she kept herself, and that was telling enough, wasn’t it?
The most personal things one could find in her home were about Hailey. The box of souvenirs from their time together and the trunk of mixed CDs Alexandria had made over the years. All for Hailey. She’d started one lonely night at university, her heart broken and despairing, feeling more alone than she ever had before, and more in need of Hailey than she ever could have predicted. She’d listened to the CDs Hailey had given her over and over again and, when even they couldn’t cut it, she’d sat at her computer and created a playlist that spoke to how she was feeling. It was a sad, regretful compilation, but it was honest.
And so, that had become her coping strategy. When things hurt too much, or she needed to say things she couldn’t find the words for, and she knew she’d never be able to tell Hailey anyway, she’d sit at her desk, compile the CD, write the tracklist on the case insert, and then pack it away with the others.
Even as times changed, she always burned them onto CDs. She could have switched to online playlists but that didn’t feel right. Her feelings for Hailey needed a concrete, physical outlet, a dedication she could touch. So now, she had a whole trunk full of them, squirrelled away in her bedroom where nobody would ever see them. Even if someone saw the trunk, they’d never suspect what was inside.
Looking at the rows of CDs Hailey still displayed in her living room, Alexandria knew she’d made the right choice by continuing to burn the CDs.
She also knew that the itching desire to give Hailey the CDs was not the right choice. Some weird, desperate hope that they would fix everything juxtaposed against the obvious self-sabotage such a desire indicated. She’d known when she started that they were only good for the inside of a trunk, and she knew it now.
However, she couldn’t help but wonder whether those journals were Hailey’s version of the CDs. Upon parting, she’d given Hailey a journal. Hailey had given her a CD. Seventeen years later, Alexandria was making CDs she’d never send for Hailey. Could Hailey be writing about her in those journals?
She supposed it wasn’t too ridiculous to imagine she’d been making an appearance lately. They were back together again, at least physically. Hailey was a huge part of Alexandria’s life right now, maybe she was a big enough part of Hailey’s to get a mention in those pages. Maybe she’d been a big enough part of her life to make an appearance in some of the earlier ones too? Though she doubted those would be particularly favourable appearances.
It was definitely better not to know.
Hailey stretched and yawned beside her and Alexandria wanted to cry at the familiar domesticity of it all. She could have had so much. They could have made it work. If anyone was going to defy the odds, it would have been Hailey. She didn’t know why she couldn’t have defied her parents and realised that seventeen years ago—well, maybe she did—but she knew what they said about hindsight.
They just forgot to mention how much it hurts.
“Ugh,” Hailey groaned adorably. “I am absolutely knackered.”
“Me too,” Alexandria agreed, realising it was true behind the waves of adrenaline pulsing through her system.
“Bed?” Hailey asked, too sleepy to realise that could come off as suggestive, and definitely too sleepy to realise that the last time they’d been like this, going to bed meant jumping into the same, twin bed together, snuggling and kissing and falling asleep in each other’s arms.
Alexandria was not foolish enough to assume, even for a second, that anything like that was on the table. “Absolutely. Let me clear these mugs.”
“Oh, you don’t need to. I’m just going to throw them in the dishwasher…” Hailey said, sleepily, trailing off when Alexandria was already up and heading into the kitchen with them.
Navy blue kitchen cabinets. Bronze handles. It was so Hailey. Stylish, and different, and beautiful. It was a million miles from Alexandria’s all-white kitchen with black appliances.
She located the dishwasher and set the mugs inside, feeling again how her soul sang out, wishing for this to be their life. She’d commute to London from here every day if she had to, just to have this life. She didn’t care how tired it made her. It would be worth it. She could have it all and make it work.
She stepped back into the living room as Hailey was getting up. Something inside of her begged her to tell Hailey how she was feeling, to finally put everything on the table and let the chips land where they may. They could make it work.
“I’ll show you to the guest room,” Hailey said, looking a little unsteady on her feet. Running a restaurant and working there almost every day, as it appeared Hailey did, must be exhausting. “I’m guessing you have a toothbrush and stuff?”
Alexandria sighed quietly. Her imagination was a generous place. Reality was different. “Yeah.” She gestured to her bag. “Got everything I need.”
“Other than a bed to sleep in,” Hailey said, laughing.
“Well, yes. Other than that, I suppose.” Alexandria didn’t know why she’d thought she would be able to actually tell Hailey anything about how she was feeling. Sure, things had changed a lot in the last seventeen years, but she was still the same person. The same person that had been too afraid to ask for more back then. Now was no different.
She followed Hailey up the stairs and towards one of the two bedroom doors.
“Here you go,” Hailey said, gesturing into the dark room. “Everything you need for a good night's sleep. I promise the sheets are clean.”
“I hadn’t doubted that until this very moment,” Alexandria said, furrowing her brow.
Hailey laughed. “Got to keep you on your toes, Daley.”
Alexandria laughed but it felt off. Her heart could barely handle Hailey calling her ‘Daley’. It was their thing long ago, in a time when they kissed and were close. It was a thing Hailey did when she was flirting. But now… was it still flirtatious? Was Hailey even aware she was doing it? She was exhausted after all.
Alexandria wondered whether it mattered whether it was consciously done or not. If Hailey was being purposely flirty, that would be great. If it was just where her brain went, that would be great too. That would imply Alexandria still meant something to Hailey, something beyond a distant memory of a time better left forgotten.
Hailey sobered suddenly, looking at her. “I didn’t even ask, is everything okay with your parents? I assume not since you came here, but are you okay?”
“Oh.” Alexandria blew out a breath. Seeing her mum in the station felt like a very distant memory now, as though time had moved differently here. “Daniel’s still not talking to them. He uninvited them both from the wedding, but my mum showed up at the station tonight. Right as I got off the train, and before I realised Daniel couldn’t make it. She gave me a letter for him and… I think she’s rethinking her whole life, honestly.”
Hailey nodded slowly, her eyes wide. She still looked tired but seemed a little more with it. “I guess that makes sense. Nothing like getting uninvited from your own son’s wedding to make you wonder what you’re willing to give up in exchange for something you weren’t all that against in the first place.”
“Yeah…” Alexandria wondered whether this was the time or place for this conversation. Hailey was tired, this whole thing was kind of odd, they hadn’t been each other’s rocks for a long time now… Except, this week, Hailey had been her rock. She’d been there for Alexandria when this whole thing started, and Alexandria had done her best to reciprocate and support Hailey when things were rough for her too. “She kind of implied she might be thinking about divorce.”
Hailey let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.” And it really was. “It’s not like it’s much of a surprise. You know my mum and dad, they’ve always been kind of uptight and traditional, but she wasn’t okay with him acting like my bisexuality made me weird. She isn’t okay losing her son because he’s taking his wife’s name. I think maybe she’s finally feeling like she and my dad might not be on the same page, and I support her doing what she needs to with that.”
“Yeah, same. It’ll be interesting to see who Susan is without your dad. He has always had that whole man-of-the-house nonsense thing going on. Hopefully, it goes smoother than when my parents did it.”
Alexandria winced. “Yeah. Though, either way, at least there’s no little kids involved this time.”
Hailey swatted playfully at her, sticking her chin up in the air proudly. “Oi. I was not a little kid. I was a very mature teenager.”
Alexandria laughed. “Are you even a very mature adult?”
Hailey mock-gasped. “Well, I never. How dare you accuse me thusly?”
“Thusly?” she laughed.
“Yes. Thusly. As in I am thusly offended that you think I am anything other than a perfectly mature adult.”
“I’m sure you are.” Alexandria leaned against the doorframe. She didn’t understand why things were so easy with Hailey, how they could have gone through all the things they had, been apart for seventeen years, and still have everything come so naturally the minute they reunited. She felt relaxed and right. How often did that happen to people? She knew that Hailey was the only one in her life that ever made her feel like that.
Hailey scowled comically at her. “I can’t believe you’re doubting me. The absolute cheek of you.”
“Very rude of me, indeed, to come into your home and be so cheeky.”
“It absolutely is.” Hailey’s face cracked back into a smile and she swayed forwards slightly, closer to Alexandria.
Why did all of this feel like a date? Surely Alexandria couldn’t be the only one feeling it?
She watched Hailey for several long moments, her lungs feeling as though they were struggling to function.
“I should, uh, let you get to bed,” Hailey said, stepping back and looking down at the carpeted hallway floor.
“Yeah. You too,” Alexandria replied, straightening up and feeling Hailey’s loss already.
“Well. Feel free to use the bathroom for whatever you like. The shower is pretty self-explanatory. Towels in the cupboard.” She gestured to the door behind her. “And… have a good night.”
“You too.” It was ridiculous but she felt panicked, like there was more she needed to say, like there were a million things she needed to explain and they would make everything right in the world. But, with her heart pounding, the only thing that came out was, “Good night, Hailey.”
Hailey took a deep breath, turning away from her. “Good night, Alexandria.”
Something about her name on Hailey’s lips, or the way she always used her whole name, not some shortened, butchered version of it, caught Alexandria. It twisted inside of her, pulled the lid off things that should be kept secret, and let them out into the world. And, as they stepped away from each other, Alexandria whispered, “I’ve been making mixed CDs for you for seventeen years.”
She felt her whole body burn in shame and quickly stepped into the bedroom, shutting the door behind her.
In the moments before she heard Hailey moving again, she was certain Haley had heard her hushed confession and worried she was going to burst in and demand Alexandria explain what that meant, or what the purpose of telling her had been. Alexandria kept her back pressed against the closed door and waited, her heavy breathing filling the otherwise silent room.
Finally, Hailey moved again, into the bathroom, closing the door behind her, and Alexandria slid down the door until she was sitting on the floor.
She barely took in anything about the room. She sat on the floor waiting until Hailey exited the bathroom, went into her own room, closed the door, and had been quiet inside for twenty minutes. Only then did Alexandria get up from the floor, pushing down all of her panicked, guilty thoughts, and get ready for bed. She had no idea what she’d been doing coming here and revealing herself so thoroughly, but she knew that, no matter how comfortable the bed was, she wouldn’t be getting much sleep that night. And, when she finally did fall into a restless slumber, it was one consumed with memories of young Hailey and all the things they could have had together. 



Twenty-Two
Twenty-four years ago
 
“Mum, please,” Alexandria begged, looking up at her mother who was standing in front of the kitchen counter where she was making an apple pie.
“I don’t know, Alexandria, it’s kind of short notice. And do her parents even know she’s here?”
Alexandria winced. “Uh, that’s the other thing.”
“I’m sure it is,” Susan said, watching her daughter with sharp eyes.
“Can you call them and let them know? Hailey’s a bit… scared.” She wasn’t sure how much she was supposed to tell them, but, if she wanted this to be a safe refuge for Hailey—and she really did—she’d need to tell her parents something.
“Alexandria, what’s going on?”
She shuffled her feet, looking around the kitchen and thinking of Hailey outside and whether telling her mum was a betrayal of their friendship.
Her mum moved to the sink, washed her hands, and dried them before placing them on Alexandria’s shoulders. “Whatever it is, you can tell me, but I need to know what’s going on, Alexandria.”
Her mum wasn’t the softest of mothers, but she was reassuring.
“Do you promise you won’t say anything?” she asked, looking intently at her mum.
“I promise,” Susan said. Something flickered across her expression that Alexandria didn’t understand, but it cleared quicker than she could ask about it.
She needed Hailey to be welcome here. She needed her parents to call the Davis family and tell them Hailey was here. She needed to tell a grown-up something.
She took a deep breath and proceeded to tell her mum all of the important details that would get her to allow Hailey to stay over. She was careful to ensure her mum knew the Davises weren’t hurting Hailey or her brother physically, and she left out her dad’s drinking and plate breaking, but she said enough that her mum understood the need for Hailey to have a peaceful night away from it all.
When she was done, her mother watched her with a mix of sadness and something complicated she didn’t know the name for. “Okay. Hailey can stay over. She can stay whenever she likes, but we always have to let her parents know, okay? You can’t be sneaking her into your room without telling us. Even if she shows up in the middle of the night. I’m not suggesting that’s a good idea, but, if she does do that, I’d rather know about it and inform her parents than have you hide it. Understand?”
Alexandria nodded then paused. “What if she’s scared they’re going to yell at her?”
Susan held her gaze seriously. “Even then. I promise I will do the calling and will deal with their anger, but they absolutely have to know. If I didn’t know where you’d disappeared off to, I’d be calling the police. And that’s the last thing anyone needs. So, you tell me and I’ll deal with it. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.”
Alexandria still wasn’t sure if she’d be able to betray her friend’s trust if Hailey didn’t want her telling her parents, but her mother made a good point. She nodded. “Take it.”
“Great. Tell her to come in then. What does she like for dinner?”
“Oh.” Alexandria shrugged, realising she wasn’t entirely sure. “I’ll ask.”
As she bolted back towards the door to let Hailey in, two-year-old Daniel started wailing from the living room.
“Susan,” Alexandria’s dad called from beside the crying child, “the baby needs looking after.”
Alexandria beamed at Hailey. “She said you can stay and she’ll call your mum. We just have to give her your number. And she wants to know what you like for dinner.” She was practically bouncing with excitement. She liked being around Hailey so much and, if Hailey was staying over, that meant they were proper friends.
“Really?” Hailey asked, looking delighted and relieved and like she couldn’t quite believe she wasn’t simply being sent back home tonight.
“Really, really.”
“That’s so cool,” she breathed, looking up at the house. It wasn’t anything special but she was glad Hailey seemed to like it enough to stay.
She smiled, feeling all warm inside, and led Hailey into the house.
Her mum was still in the living room, rocking Daniel, though he seemed to have calmed down while Alexandria was outside. From the look her dad gave them, her mum had given him the brief version while she was out of the house.
“Alexandria,” he said, “you’ve made yourself a friend. Good to see. It’s been a while since you’ve had anyone over.”
Alexandria kind of wanted to die on the spot. She finally had a really great, cool friend, who came to her house, and her dad was going to mention that she didn’t have any friends? Hailey would never speak to her again at this rate.
“Dad, this is Hailey,” she said, attempting to ignore the way she could feel herself blushing. “Hailey, this is my mum, my dad, and my little brother, Daniel.”
Hailey smiled at Alexandria’s parents, far more confident around them than Alexandria ever was around other people’s parents. “Mr. and Mrs. Daley, it’s nice to meet you. Thank you for letting me stay over. And hello, Daniel,” she added, waving at him.
He giggled and waved back before wriggling around in her mum’s arms to get back to the floor and his toys.
Susan placed him safely on the ground and walked back towards the girls, heading into the kitchen. “So, I’m currently making an apple pie, which we can have for dessert with some condensed milk. Do you like that, Hailey?”
“Yes, Mrs. Daley. We have it a lot with fruit cocktail.”
“Us too,” Alexandria said, smiling at Hailey.
“Great,” Susan said, washing her hands again before returning to the pie. “And what would you like to have for dinner?”
“Oh, whatever Alexandria likes is fine with me.”
Susan laughed in a way that caused Alexandria to wince slightly. “Alexandria’s favourite food is Welsh rarebit with beans, so are you sure you trust her tastes?”
Hailey shot her a funny look and Alexandria wondered whether it was a good idea to have someone as cool as Hailey around her family.
“Is that really your favourite food?” she asked, tilting her head at Alexandria.
“Um. Yeah. Kind of,” Alexandria admitted reluctantly.
Hailey giggled. “You’re so funny.”
“I tell you what,” Susan said, interrupting the two of them, “why don’t we order a chippy? Your dad will be happy—he’s been craving fish and chips all week—and, since it’s the first time you’re staying over, it will be a nice little treat. Plus, it will be a break for me.”
“Really, Mum?” Alexandria asked, excitedly. She loved when they got chippy.
“If that works for you both?” Susan said, concentrating more on her pie than the two of them.
Hailey grinned at Alexandria and nodded. “Yeah, absolutely. That sounds great.”
From her expression, Alexandria thought it might have been a long time since Hailey had gotten to have a nice chippy like that.
“Great. You can both go with Richard to pick it up and get a film from the video shop while you’re out, okay?”
Alexandria didn’t know when she’d last been so excited. She hadn’t expected her mum to turn Hailey away, but she was being so nice and welcoming. Alexandria was so sure this meant Hailey really was welcome any time she needed a place to stay. Or any time she just wanted to hang out with Alexandria. She didn’t seem to mind being friends, after all, even when Alexandria’s parents were embarrassing her.
“Thanks, Mrs. Daley,” Hailey said, looking the happiest Alexandria had seen her all day.
“Oh, and don’t forget to give me your mum’s phone number,” Susan added, gesturing to the pad stuck to the wall next to the phone. “I’ll give her a bell as soon as I’m done with this.”
Alexandria watched Hailey write her phone number on the pad before dragging her off towards the stairs and up to her bedroom.
The closer they got, the more she hoped she hadn’t left anything embarrassing out this morning. She couldn’t think of anything she might have left out, but she didn’t want to ruin this shot at being proper friends with Hailey.
“Your mum’s kind of strict-looking but actually really nice,” Hailey said quietly as she took her school bag off and left it next to Alexandria’s.
Alexandria giggled. “Yeah, I guess she is. I’m glad they’re letting you stay over.”
“Me too,” Hailey breathed, something troubled passing over her face.
“You know you can come here anytime you like?”
Hailey looked at her in a way that made Alexandria feel funny inside. “You mean it?”
“Yeah, of course. My mum said so too. We just have to promise to tell her so she can tell your parents where you are.”
For one moment, Hailey looked like she might cry. “Thanks, Alexandria. You’re a really good friend. I’m glad we met.”
Alexandria’s heart felt like it might burst. Hailey thought they were friends, and she was glad they’d met. She couldn’t believe her luck.
She’d had friends before, but not the sort who slept over. Not anyone who was like Hailey. She’d heard about other people having sleepovers, but she hadn’t really done that in a long time. The last time she had, it was more because her mum was friends with the other kids’ mums as opposed to them being Alexandria’s friends. She really liked being friends with Hailey and having her there.
“I’m really glad we met too. And that we’re friends,” she said shyly.
Hailey grinned at her before looking around the room. “Plus, your room is really cool.”
Alexandria blushed again. “I’m glad you like it.”
It wasn’t anything special, but she liked it. It was tidy and organised, at least. Her parents were always talking about how they weren’t going to have kids whose rooms were worse than pigsties and, somewhere along the way, it had just become a habit to keep things tidy, just like in the rest of the house. Even since Daniel came along, the house hadn’t been especially messy. More stuff had invaded the living room, things to keep him safe and occupied, but it hadn’t become messy. Alexandria had been to messy homes and she didn’t mind them, but she figured it was one of those things that some people had and others didn’t. Her parents resolutely did not.
Now, with Hailey in her room, she was glad she’d picked up being tidy. She knew she’d be mortified if Hailey had found the place a mess.
Hailey plopped herself down on the corner of Alexandria’s bed. “Wow. It’s comfy,” she said, bouncing up and down slightly. “Am I going to sleep in this room with you?”
“Yeah,” Alexandria replied, feeling giddy in a way she couldn’t explain. She hadn’t really felt like she was missing out on much by not having sleepovers but, now that it was here, it felt like everything. She wondered whether it was the sleepover or the fact that Hailey was the most interesting friend she’d ever had. “If that’s okay? We can both fit in the bed, I think, or I can sleep on the floor. We have extra blankets.”
Hailey laughed. “We should share. We can stay up all night talking and, if your parents come in, we can just pretend to be asleep.”
Alexandria’s stomach clenched. “We have to be really quiet if we do that. My dad will get so angry if we keep waking him up.”
“Don’t worry, that’s the benefit of being in the same bed. We can whisper super quietly and still hear each other. I mean, unless you’re the kind of person who likes to yell directly in people’s faces, which I wouldn’t expect from you but whatever floats your boat.”
“I absolutely do not like doing that,” Alexandria laughed. She liked Hailey. She liked having Hailey here. It felt special.
“Also, I, uh… I don’t have any pyjamas or anything,” Hailey said, suddenly a little awkward. “You know, since I didn’t know I was coming. Sorry.”
“Oh, that’s okay. I can lend you some.” She went over to her chest of drawers and looked through her pyjamas. Every year, for Christmas, she got a new, matching set, so she had plenty to choose from.
She pulled out one set with flowers printed on them and one set that had a tartan print, holding them out to Hailey. “Take your pick.”
“Tartan, definitely,” Hailey said, smiling widely at her.
“I thought that’s the one you’d pick,” Alexandria said proudly. She was so happy she knew Hailey well enough to predict her choice.
“Oh, yeah?” Hailey teased. “Well, I bet you can’t guess what I’m going to order at the chippy.”
Alexandria laughed and thought about it as she lay the two pairs of pyjamas on her bed, just on top of the quilt. She wasn’t sure exactly why, but she felt she needed a crisp pair of new pyjamas if she was going to be sharing a bed with Hailey. “Fish and chips?”
“What, so I can match with your dad? No,” Hailey laughed.
Alexandria rolled her eyes affectionately right as her dad called up the stairs for them to hurry up so they could go get dinner. “Pie and chips?”
“Nope,” Hailey said, looking back over her shoulder at Alexandria as she led the way to the door. “Nice try, though.”
“Just chips?” Alexandria asked with a laugh as she closed her bedroom door behind them. It was a small thing, really, having a friend over and guessing their chippy order, but she felt like she was glowing inside. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so happy. She didn’t think she’d ever been able to help a friend like this before, or been someone’s safe place to go, but she was so glad she was Hailey’s.
“Definitely not,” Hailey said, laughing along.
Alexandria didn’t make people sad or angry, but she didn’t make many people laugh either. It was nice being around Hailey who seemed so happy around her and laughed frequently.
The swell of happy emotions and excitement at their new friendship was unfamiliar to Alexandria but it felt right. Having Hailey in her space, playing silly little guessing games with her… Everything about this was so much more than Alexandria could have hoped for.
She hoped they would be friends forever. 



Twenty-Three
Present day
 
Alexandria was already gone by the time Hailey got up the next morning. The only trace she’d been there was the note left on the kitchen counter thanking her for letting Alexandria stay. It made her feel mildly ill.
She knew the reason Alexandria had left was that she couldn’t face Hailey after her comment last night. She’d said it so quietly that Hailey hadn’t been sure whether she was supposed to hear it. Ridiculously, she’d hoped Alexandria thought she hadn’t as she tried to buy herself some time to think of an appropriate response.
What she’d wanted was to demand Alexandria repeat herself and, if she had heard correctly, to hear all about the CDs Alexandria had been making for her. Mixtapes had always been Hailey’s thing. She made them for Alexandria. She gifted them to her for every consequential event or celebration, and for a million inconsequential ones just because she’d felt the need to make her best friend a compilation. They’d been the way Hailey told her she loved her when she didn’t have the words or the courage to do so.
So, what did it mean that Alexandria had spent seventeen years making mixtapes for her? What was on them? What did they say?
If they were filled with hate songs dedicated to the bane of her existence, Hailey doubted she’d have mentioned them.
She ached to call Alexandria, to demand she came back, to insist she bring all of the CDs over for Hailey to listen to, and explain what they meant—what it meant about back then and the last seventeen years and now.
What were they now?
It was like the journals, she supposed. She’d spent seventeen years writing to Alexandria, telling her all the things she needed and wanted to without actually telling her anything at all. Only Alexandria had been doing it through song. She’d been communicating in the exact way Hailey had been trying to for all those years. Could Hailey just let it go now that she knew they existed? If Alexandria was running away from her like this, it seemed she wanted Hailey to forget, but you couldn’t put the cat back in the bag once it was out, could you?
She wondered how she’d feel if Alexandria wanted to see the journals, to read the million letters Hailey had written to her over the years.
Embarrassed, probably, but she had avoided admitting exactly what they were. Alexandria had just said it. She’d thrown the news out there, into the night, and let the chips fall where they may. Was it unreasonable to ask about them in that case? Wasn’t it to be expected? Could either of them really walk away from each other again?
Could they walk away from anything that had connected them over the past seventeen years?
She groaned and set about making breakfast. She needed to get to work. She didn’t have time to worry about what was and was not okay with Alexandria, or about where she’d even gone so early in the morning. Even if that sent a very specific message about not wanting Hailey to ask questions about the CDs.
But then, why even bring them up?
She had to work but she needed to see Alexandria. How likely was that to happen if Alexandria was avoiding her? The last time she’d tried to get away from Hailey she moved away and stayed gone for seventeen years.
Hailey was not about to let that happen again.
◆◆◆
 
Saturday had come and gone with no sign of Alexandria and Hailey was furious. Aside from anything else, the wedding was next weekend. They were both going to be at it. Alexandria knew that. Did she really want to navigate all of that and whatever was going on between them at the same time?
Hailey had wondered over and over again whether it was indicative of just how in love with Alexandria she still was that she could be furious about being ignored while still worrying about her and wanting to be around her constantly. She knew Alexandria was going through a lot with her family, but they were going through a lot too—a seventeen-year-old breakup that it seemed neither of them had ever gotten over, and the possibility that they might still have something. If that wasn’t a lot, she didn’t know what was.
And, despite how annoyed she was with the situation, she knew what she wanted and she wanted to stop wasting time pretending they weren’t meant to be together. She wanted them to be back together. She wanted it to be official and real, and she wanted to spend her days getting to know every inch of who Alexandria was today.
She stomped into her Sunday shift a little more annoyed than usual, forcing herself to calm down when Esme looked at her with wide eyes and asked if she was okay. For a moment she considered asking Esme where Alexandria was and simply going to her but that turned out to be unnecessary.
Right as she’d figured out what she wanted to ask, she’d finished up a customer’s order, turned back to Esme, and found Alexandria standing at the till looking painfully scared and embarrassed.
All of Hailey’s frustration melted into something softer, sadder. They hadn’t been apart for the last seventeen years because Alexandria was cruel or played games. It was because she was scared. Hailey had been too. And, for all the things that had changed in almost two decades, that one hadn’t.
Alexandria had been brought up believing she had to be quiet and perfect and constantly put on a show. She wasn’t like that around Hailey and that made things scarier. Every time she let her barriers down and showed who she really was, or revealed something she wanted, her guilt started eating her alive. Seventeen years and all of Hailey’s never-ending love couldn’t have changed that. Alexandria had revealed who she was and what she’d wanted for the last seventeen years. Hailey hadn’t reacted, so she’d run. She’d given Hailey the space Alexandria thought she wanted.
But Hailey had had seventeen years of space. She didn’t want any more.
Hailey swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. For the first time in a long time, she had no idea what she was supposed to say. She was lost in a sea of feelings while knowing she needed to find the words to cross the ocean between them.
Alexandria looked at her, absolutely terrified and absolutely besotted and absolutely broken. It was the same look she’d given Hailey at the park the day she’d come out and told Hailey she liked her. It hadn’t been just like back then. It wasn’t just like now, either.
She walked down the counter, closer to Alexandria, her heart pulsing hard in her chest, like a beacon leading them to each other.
It had always been leading her here.
“Hi,” she got out in a croaky voice before Dan burst through the door, interrupting the moment entirely.
“Al,” he called cheerfully, as if he had no idea what he’d just interrupted.
Hailey supposed he didn’t, but still.
Alexandria jumped, tearing her eyes from Hailey as if doing so physically hurt. “Daniel.”
“Ha,” he said, pointing at her and forcing her to recoil from the gesture. “You didn’t correct me. You’re coming around. Finally.”
“I absolutely am not,” she said, recovering some of her usual composure, even if Hailey could still hear the slight quiver in her voice. “I was just distracted. In case you haven’t noticed, this morning is kind of a big deal.”
Hailey’s mind whirled. A big deal? Here? At Mash-N-Go? Was Alexandria here to declare her feelings? Was this the moment? Had she spent yesterday preparing for this?
“Eh,” Dan said, waving her off and leaning over the counter to plant a swift kiss on Esme’s lips. Hailey yearned for that with Alexandria.
“It’s just Mum,” he said, looking back at Alexandria. “It’s going to be fine.”
Hailey felt her face go red. Of course it was about her family. She’d been foolish to imagine—to hope—it could be anything else. The way Alexandria had looked at her, the way her helpless heart wanted her… She hadn’t been able to help herself. But Alexandria had other, bigger things happening.
“Daniel,” Alexandria said, her voice stern, alarmed, “you haven’t spoken to Mum and Dad in a week. Mum’s apparently getting divorced and moving out and changing her whole life up, and she’s meeting us to set things right, and you’re this nonchalant about it?”
Dan laughed. “I’m not the one she called at three in the morning yesterday to talk through her divorce and life with. I got more than enough sleep and didn’t have to spend all of yesterday attempting to sort out someone else’s life. So yeah, I’m a little more casual about the whole thing. It’s hardly like this is a surprise, is it? They haven’t been happy for years.”
“Have they not?” Alexandria asked and, even through the world spinning on its axis again, Hailey knew she wasn’t actually surprised about that.
She stared at Alexandria. She’d left because Susan called her? She’d been missing because she was busy with Susan taking her life apart all day? It wasn’t because she was running from Hailey?
Alexandria looked over at her, their eyes catching and holding, a million things passing between them.
It was a little bit about the CDs and the fear of exposing herself. She’d have texted if it hadn’t been. But it wasn’t entirely that. Susan was leaving Richard, and Alexandria was helping her put herself and her life back together again.
And was Susan coming here? Alexandria would be leaving again in a few hours. They didn’t have time for all this. She’d be back in a week, sure, and what was a week after seventeen years, really? But Hailey had already waited seventeen years. She wanted answers now.
Dan was talking Alexandria's ear off about what he needed to hear from their mum to forgive her, about what was going on with their dad, and on and on about the wedding, when Susan finally appeared and Hailey still didn’t understand what was going on.
As the three of them talked quietly off to the side, Hailey served customers and forced her customer service smile onto her face, all while her brain and her emotions were someplace else entirely.
When the crowd of customers thinned out, Susan approached the tills, her two children flanking her. Alexandria was avoiding looking at Hailey, she was certain of it, but she looked very slightly calmer.
Susan cleared her throat, looking at Esme, who beamed at her. “Hello, Mrs. Daley. It’s so nice to see you. How are you doing? I hear you’re getting divorced. I’m sorry that’s happening to you.”
Susan took a steadying breath. “Esme, I’m sorry for failing to be as excited as I could have been for your wedding. I was projecting my own feelings about my marriage onto you and Daniel, and that wasn’t fair. I do worry about how fast you’re getting married, but I know now that pushing the idea of the traditional white wedding and waiting longer was not the way to manage those fears. That timeline and those events aren’t what you or Daniel want, and they don’t suit who you are as people. I apologise for all of the hurt I caused and, if you would be willing to have me, I would be honoured to attend your wedding next weekend.”
Esme looked from Susan to Dan, slightly bewildered. “I didn’t actually realise that’s why you were doing it. I just thought it was because you were older and old people are really attached to white weddings.”
There was a moment of shock before everyone laughed. It was such an Esme response.
Hailey caught Alexandria’s eye mid-laugh and felt that connection between them again. It was part of the foundation of who she was. Alexandria Daley had snuck into the very fabric of her twenty-four years ago and never left. She wondered whether Alexandria felt the same way about her. She hoped she did.
Esme looked around. “What are you all laughing at?”
Dan leant over the counter and kissed her. “Only how perfect and wonderful you are.”
“Oh. You too,” she grinned.
They really were so right for each other. Life might be long and marriage could be tough, it wasn’t something Hailey would recommend rushing into, but she felt like these two just might defy the odds and make it.
“And you’re definitely welcome at the wedding,” Esme said, smiling at Susan.
Susan’s shoulders relaxed at the same time Alexandria’s did. It was kind of cute to see.
“Is Mr. Daley going to be coming too?” Esme asked and they both tensed up again.
Dan reached out to take her hand. “We’re not really sure. Dad’s being a bit… stubborn right now. But he’s got a week, so we’ll see how it goes.”
“Oh, I hope he comes around,” she said, frowning slightly. “It’s no way to live, being stubborn and holding grudges and missing important events. It will never make you happy.”
For someone so innocent, Esme couldn’t half be insightful. Life was too short not to try everything in the world to live it happily.
Alexandria would be leaving in a few hours and, given everything happening with her family and the wedding, it was looking less and less likely that Hailey was going to get a minute with her. And she’d need more than a minute for the conversation they needed to have. But she couldn’t leave it another week, either.
She chewed her lip as she watched Esme invite the Daleys to have food and take their orders. She didn’t know what to do until Alexandria’s eyes slid to her as she ordered the Welsh rarebit and beans, and then she knew exactly what she needed to do.
Alexandria was nervous because she’d given herself away. She was worried she was the only one who’d spent the last seventeen years pining and aching and sending love letters into the world for someone who would never see or hear them. But that wasn’t true.
Hailey sped into the back, tracking Homer down. “Hey, can you cover for me out front for a few minutes? I need to go grab something. It’s urgent.”
They looked at her, bewildered. “Of course. No problem. Are you okay?”
“I’m good and you’re a Godsend. I’ll be right back.”
She bolted for her office, grabbing her coat and keys before racing home as fast as she could. When she got there, she realised she had no idea how long Alexandria would stay at Mash-N-Go. She undoubtedly had a busy day planned with Dan and Susan.
She pulled her phone out and shot off a text to Esme telling her not to let the Daleys leave until she got back.
In a drawer, she found a large gift box. She pulled it out and knelt before her bookshelf.
The first journal—the one Alexandria had gifted her all those years ago. Three from somewhere in the middle. The latest complete one.
She placed them in the box and scrambled around for a piece of paper to write a note on.
She was going to regret this if it went badly. She couldn’t even remember some of the things that were in the older journals, but this was her shot and she couldn’t not take it. She’d let Alexandria slip away once before. She wasn’t letting it happen again.
Alexandria had revealed herself, had owned up to wanting Hailey over the last seventeen years. Hailey could do the same thing. She could show her just how alike they’d been in their grief and longing. This was her moment and she was going to try everything she could to keep Alexandria this time. 



Twenty-Four
Present day
 
Hailey stared unseeingly at her computer. She had gone through so many stages of anxiety and grief this week that she didn’t know if she had anything left to give. Of course, she had to find a reserve somewhere—it was Thursday and she had one more day of work and then Esme and Dan’s wedding this weekend. As if that would help anything.
She was happy for them and so excited for Esme, but Alexandria would be there.
Hailey had known that giving Alexandria the journals had been a risk, a leap. It was one she’d been willing to take, certain Alexandria was considering the same leap, and that she’d be there to catch Hailey.
Four days later, that did not seem to be the case.
She’d heard diddly-squat from Alexandria since she’d handed her the journals on Sunday. Alexandria hadn’t opened them in front of everyone, and Hailey hadn’t explained what they were, but, when she’d handed them over and told Alexandria she wanted her to read the story she’d been writing, recognition, awe, and something hopeful had shone in her eyes and, for one, glistening moment, Hailey had been certain she’d done the right thing.
Now, she knew she hadn’t.
Perhaps she should have taken the leap in the moment. Alexandria’s message had been clear. Maybe she should have just said the words she’d been itching to and asked if they could try again.
Perhaps she should have been more careful about the journals she had selected. Several of them had been written many years ago, too long to remember what was in them. She’d thought she was giving Alexandria a gift, a sign that she still loved her. Was it possible she’d done the exact opposite?
That seemed to be the only explanation for four days of silence after someone handed you their heart on a platter.
Esme danced into the room looking happy and excited and all of the things Hailey had been hoping to feel herself two days before she saw Alexandria again.
Hailey forced a smile onto her face, though she knew it didn’t touch her eyes. “All wrapped up?”
“Yes,” Esme said happily. “We’re all done for the day and I’ve worked my last shift before my wedding. Can you believe it?”
“I absolutely cannot,” Hailey said, exhausted but happy for her. She was so excited. She looked like everything was falling into place in her life. Hailey wished she knew what that felt like.
“I was worried at first about how long we had to wait to tie the knot, but it’s actually come around really quickly.”
Hailey laughed. “Only in your world is thirty-two days a long wait to get married.”
Esme preened like it was a compliment.
Maybe it was. Hailey did admire her go-get-it attitude after all.
“There’s only one thing left to sort out,” Esme said, looking thoughtful all of a sudden.
“And what’s that?” Hailey asked, genuinely curious. She’d given Esme tomorrow off so she could relax and rest before the wedding but, from what she’d heard from other people, those last few days before the wedding tended to be filled with a million things that needed sorting out.
“You,” Esme replied matter-of-factly, looking seriously across the desk at Hailey.
Hailey looked around in confusion. “Me? How do I need fixing? We’re totally on schedule for your catering, everything’s going smoothly, all of the staff know what to do—”
“Oh, I’m not worried about that,” Esme replied, waving both of her hands through the air.
“Then… what?”
“You.”
“Esme, I love you, but that still doesn’t explain anything.” Hailey heard herself getting a little grumpy and worked hard to reel it back in. She didn’t understand what Esme was getting at but she knew it came from a good place. She didn’t think Esme had anything but a good place in her.
“You’re sad.”
Hailey blinked. It was so blunt, so too-the-point, and yet, not judgemental at all.
She’d been trying to keep her rapidly sinking mood under wraps. Apparently, she had been unsuccessful. Which made sense, really. She spent every day around this team. They were her friends, basically her family at this point, and they were a pretty observant bunch. She always knew when something was off for one of them, it made sense that they’d notice if something was off with her too.
When she didn’t immediately respond, Esme shuffled forwards slightly in her seat, her expression sympathetic, and said, “What can I do to help?”
“You don’t need to do anything. It’s nothing important.”
“If it’s bothering you, it’s important,” Esme said sincerely and that pushed Hailey over the edge. It was so reminiscent of her conversations with Alexandria. It hurt and warmed her heart all at the same time.
Alexandria had told her once that she was magnetic. She’d said Hailey was so good, so friendly, that she brought all of these wonderful people to her and they stayed. They stuck around because they knew Hailey was something special.
Overall, she was tempted to agree. But Alexandria kept leaving, and she was the one Hailey wanted to stick around the most.
“You can tell me,” Esme said softly. “We’re friends and I want to be there for you.”
Hailey laughed, the sound sadder than she wanted. “You’re getting married in two days, you have bigger fish to fry.”
“The shop’s closed, but I can fry you some fish if you’d like?”
Hailey stared at her. “Hilarious.”
“Thank you,” Esme said, touching a hand to her chest as though truly touched. “I know.”
Hailey rolled her eyes and scrubbed her hands over her face, groaning. Esme was a good person, the kind of person Hailey was lucky to have.
She had her business and her friends and her life and so much joy and happiness, why did she want Alexandria so badly that it messed with all of that? Why couldn’t she just shake it off, and walk away, and feel fine about it all?
“How do you stay so happy and certain Dan is the one for you in the face of everything that’s been happening with his family?” she asked eventually, not sure why that was what she wanted the answer to.
Esme furrowed her brow, thinking the question through. “Dan is everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner. He doesn’t judge me or squash me or want to change me at all. He’s the person who makes me feel safe. He’s the one who makes me want to take on the world, and who lets me feel like I can. He’s the one I love more than anyone else. What’s going on with his family is sad, but it’s not either of our faults. His parents have been in a relationship where they act a certain way for a long time, and I think maybe that hasn’t been the best way, but Dan and Al are both really lovely people, so at least it hasn’t ruined them. And now, Mrs. Daley is realising that she might be different too. That the way she’s been acting might not actually be her. Just like Dan and Al both realised they didn’t want to be that way. I think that’s really brave and strong, you know?”
Hailey stared at her. When she’d called Esme’s previous boss for a reference, they’d told Hailey Esme was sweet and friendly and tried hard but that she was a little childish. It hadn’t been off-putting then and it wasn’t now. She had an innocence about her, sure, but she saw right into the heart of the things that mattered. She understood the world probably better than a lot of those who would call her immature, and that was an amazing gift.
“Mrs. Daley was upset about me wearing a colourful dress,” Esme went on, “because she had been taught her whole life that things were done one way. It’s hard to break out of the things you’ve been taught and think a different way but she’s trying. Dan sees that, I see that, Al sees that. I think even you saw that when they came in the other day. I mean, you’ve known her a long time.”
“And Mr. Daley?” Hailey prompted, curious. As far as she could tell, Susan was working on herself, but he was pretty happy where he was at.
Esme shrugged. “He’s not there yet. And that’s not great, but it’s understandable. Mrs. Daley was there, she was already thinking, somewhere deep inside, that things weren’t right. He was still thinking everything was good. It’s going to take him a minute to think things through and reassess the world around him.”
“You’re okay with that, even if it means he misses your wedding?”
“Oh, yes,” she replied instantly, nodding. “Our wedding is the most important day of our lives, but it’s hardly the most important day of anyone else’s lives. Of course, it would be nice to have all of our parents there, but it’s a day about love, and, if someone isn’t quite there yet, they shouldn’t be present. If Mr. Daley comes around in future, we’ll have a whole, long marriage that he can be part of.”
“And if he doesn’t?”
She shrugged. “Then he’s opted out of it. That’s his choice and his decision. It’s kind of a sad life, but you can’t go through life surrounding yourself with people who bring you down just to make themselves feel better. You should surround yourself with the people who are working on being the best versions of themselves that they can be. It might not always be pretty, and the road might be a little bumpy—like with Mrs. Daley—but, if they’re trying, that’s enough.”
Hailey sighed softly. “I wish I could see the world how you do.”
Esme smiled in a way Hailey couldn’t fully understand. “I think you do. Maybe you don’t realise it, but you surround yourself with people who are working to be the best versions of themselves, people who love and support you, and who understand that you’re growing, they’re growing, and we’re all just doing the best we can.”
She was right. Hailey wanted to wonder whether she was just trying to force something with Alexandria that wasn’t there and wasn’t good for her, but she knew it wasn’t like that. She didn’t know what was going on with Alexandria but, seventeen years ago, Alexandria had hurt herself to let Hailey live the life she needed. Now, she was exhausting herself coming back and forth for her brother. She listened to Hailey on the bad days and celebrated on the good days. She’d let Hailey back in so readily and put herself on the line in so many little ways, in ways she never would have seventeen years ago. She’d been growing. They might both still be works in progress, but at least they were trying.
“For what it’s worth,” Esme said, looking lightly around the room, “I don’t think Alexandria is the kind of person that’s opting out of your life.”
Hailey frowned at her. “How did you—?”
Esme smiled. “You’re both pretty obvious around each other.”
Hailey felt herself pale. She’d been trying hard to be so very normal and casual around Alexandria. Perhaps she should have realised she’d never be anything close to casual around her. “Well, that’s… awkward.”
Esme giggled. “No, it’s sweet. I don’t know what happened between you back then, but I know she’s scared. I also know she’s trying. Just like I know you’re scared but trying.”
“What if I’ve scared her off?” Hailey whispered, finally airing what she’d been thinking for the last four days.
“I don’t think that’s possible. Some people—like me and Dan, for instance—are just supposed to be together. I think you and Al are like that.”
“Alexandria,” Hailey corrected. She hadn’t before because she didn’t want to seem too invested. Now she knew it didn’t matter. She’d long since given herself away, apparently.
Esme grinned like she knew something Hailey had been missing. “I’ve known you for a long time and I’ve never seen you so at peace as you have been since Alexandria’s been back. From what Dan says, she’s the same.”
How Hailey would love to believe that. She’d been so worried about scaring Alexandria off, so curious about what she’d missed, that she’d failed to realise she’d been surrounded by people who had known Alexandria in the interim. She’d focused on how nervous Alexandria was around her without considering how either of them had looked to the ones who had known them apart.
She fidgeted with her keyboard. “What if…” She took a deep breath. “What if I did something, made a move, and she hasn’t responded—for four days?”
Esme tilted her head, examining Hailey in a way that made her nervous now that she realised how much Esme actually saw. “I think… that there’s probably a very good reason why she hasn’t. She cares about you—way more than you’re able to see, apparently.”
Hailey wasn’t sure about that. If she hadn’t suspected Alexandria still loved her, too, she never would have handed her those journals. But, perhaps, she had jumped to the conclusion that Alexandria wasn’t interested pretty quickly after no reply.
Admittedly, she was still having a bit of a hard time understanding why someone wouldn’t get in touch at all after receiving such a personal gift…
“If the roles were reversed, what would you have done?” Esme asked.
Hailey snorted. “Acknowledged receipt at the very least.”
Esme smiled. “Maybe she hasn’t received anything yet.”
“Oh, no. She definitely has. Hard to claim a missed delivery when it was hand delivered.”
“I don’t mean like that.” She shook her head affectionately. “Maybe she hasn’t been able to fully receive it yet.”
Hailey watched her intently. It was abundantly clear that Esme knew exactly what she meant and, while Hailey had no clue what it was, she did wonder whether Alexandria just hadn’t had a chance to read the journals yet. That would be a little odd, maybe, after four days, but there was a chance. She hadn’t just been quiet with Hailey, after all, she hadn’t said anything in the group chat in four days either. If it hadn’t been for the lack of worry from everyone else, Hailey was convinced she’d think Alexandria had died.
She felt herself smile slightly as she shook her head. This conversation had been all over the place—she’d been all over the place—but hope was sneaking back in. Tiny, scared hope, but hope nonetheless. And, in two days, she’d have an answer either way. Maybe she could hold onto hope for those two days.
She narrowed her eyes at Esme. “You are far too wise for your own good.”
Esme smiled widely. “I know.”
Hailey laughed, getting up and moving around the desk to pull Esme into a hug. “I hope Daniel Daley knows just how lucky he is to be getting you.”
“I’m pretty sure he does.” She sounded blissfully happy. Hailey loved that for her. “Just as Al knows how lucky she would be to get you.”
“Alexandria,” Hailey corrected, rolling her eyes at the way Esme giggled at her again. “It’s Alexandria.”
And it always would be. 



Twenty-Five
Four days ago
 
Alexandria was shaking as she made her way to the platform. Despite the cold, she walked along to an empty bench, ensuring she stayed under cover of the shelter to avoid the rain. Most people were inside the waiting rooms or still in the concourse for warmth. Alexandria didn’t care about the cold right now, she just needed to sit down.
The story I’ve been writing, that’s what Hailey had said. Alexandria hadn’t needed to ask questions to guess what was in the box.
She’d thought she’d ruined everything on Friday night by admitting to making CDs for Hailey. To any other person, that would undoubtedly be a weird thing to do, even weirder to admit it. And then she’d been dragged off to see her mum and deal with everything she had going on and, while she hadn’t been exactly sad at being dragged out of Hailey’s house before an excruciatingly awkward breakfast encounter could occur, she knew it wouldn’t look good. So, when Hailey had disappeared from Mash-N-Go, Alexandria was certain she’d blown it, despite the tentative looks they’d shared at the counter. She never would have imagined Hailey showing up and handing over her journals.
Alexandria wasn’t sure how many were in the box, but she knew it was more than one. The box was far too weighty to just be one or two.
She wanted desperately to rip it open, to devour the contents within, but this wasn’t the place for that. She knew she was going to cry when she did and she didn’t want to cry here, in the train station. Nor did she want to expose all of Hailey’s most private thoughts to the platform, no matter how empty it was.
There was also the risk the rain posed. Hailey was giving her something incredible, but Alexandria wasn’t going to keep them and she didn’t want to destroy them. Returning them in less-than-perfect condition would be unforgivable. She wanted Hailey to know she fully understood and appreciated the gesture.
Still shaking—though now from a combination of the chill and the emotional roller coaster she had been on since Hailey handed her the box—she glanced up to see how long she had until her train arrived. Six minutes.
Six minutes until she could be on the train. Two hours and twenty minutes until she was back in London. Fifteen minutes from the station to her apartment. And then she could read. Then she could break down and cry and love and learn a million things she’d missed over the last seventeen years.
“Alexandria,” called a familiar voice.
For one wild second, Alexandria hoped—ridiculously and knowing she was wrong—that it was Hailey. It wasn’t, of course. It was her mother. Running along the platform towards her, a Marks and Spencer bag for life in hand.
“Mum?” she responded, standing up while keeping the box clutched tight to her chest. “What’s going on?”
“Oh, I’m so glad I made it,” Susan said, sitting down beside where Alexandria had been sitting just moments ago.
“Made it where?” She frowned down at her mother, looked back the way she’d come, and, when no answer appeared, looked back at her mum and her suspicious little bag.
“In time for the train.”
The train? As in, to get on the train? As in, she was coming too?
Susan looked around at the dreary evening before looking up at her daughter, looking more like the mother Alexandria had known most of her life than she had all day. “Why on earth are you sitting out in the cold, Alexandria? They have waiting rooms for this.”
Alexandria pressed her lips together, fighting the urge to tell her mum off for criticising her choices when she wasn’t even invited on this trip. She glanced up at the board again. “The train will be here in four minutes. I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
“Well, don’t blame me when you get ill,” she said. It was so reminiscent of her old self, but with the very slightest warmer edge. Alexandria supposed change didn’t happen overnight.
“Mum, in the nicest way possible, what are you doing? Are you coming home with me?” She sat back down on the edge of the metal bench that felt significantly colder now that she felt as though she’d been doused with ice water.
Her mum laughed. “Of course I am. What else would I be doing here?”
“I was hoping you could tell me,” Alexandria muttered, increasingly worried about how her mum was doing.
Not once had her parents been to her apartment. She was pretty sure they didn’t even like London. Well, her dad didn’t. She supposed she wasn’t sure what her mum liked. Neither was her mum, that was kind of the point of this whole thing.
She clutched the box closer to her chest, taking in how Susan seemed irritated with the cold but in surprisingly good spirits otherwise. She didn’t know what she was going to do. She wanted to help her mum—obviously, she did—but she had important plans when she arrived home, plans that relied on her mother not being there to read the journals or to watch Alexandria cry over her tangled relationship with Hailey.
“Did Daniel drive away and then bring you back?” she asked her mum, who had shown no signs of wanting to leave the car when Daniel had dropped Alexandria off.
“Oh, yes,” Susan said lightly. “We started driving away, I got this brilliant idea, asked him to bring me back, and he did, laughing about what a great time the two of us were going to have.”
Alexandria was going to have to have words with him. She didn’t mind her mum coming to stay, not really, but she would have liked some notice. She didn’t even have a spare room, for heaven’s sake. “You don’t have any clothes or toiletries.”
“Oh, well, I picked up a few things from Marks and Sparks, and I assume you’ll have extra toiletries and things I can use.”
“Right,” Alexandria said, her gaze fixed on her mother. “And clothes?” She knew for a fact the Marks and Spencer in the station did not sell attire, and it was unclear how long her mother was planning to stay with her. There were some things she’d be willing to lend to her mum, but there were others you just didn’t share.
“Oh, don’t worry, Alexandria. I’ll just run out in the morning and grab some things. It’s London, for goodness sake, there are shops everywhere.”
She hummed. There were shops nearby, including plenty that sold clothing, but this was so unlike her mother. She felt like she’d never known the woman. Perhaps she never had. Perhaps Susan hadn’t really known herself lately either.
“Did you tell Dad you were going away?”
Susan looked at her as though she’d grown a second head. “No? Why would I tell him that? We aren’t even speaking right now.”
“I know that, but don’t you think he’ll get worried if you just don’t come home for… how long are you planning to stay?”
“Given the mood he’s been in lately, I doubt he’d even care. But he knows my phone number if he wants to find out where I am, and I haven’t been staying there most nights anyway.”
Alexandria nodded. It was such an odd experience watching your fifty-something mother rebelling. She was a very well-dressed and posh rebel, but a rebel nonetheless.
Alexandria couldn’t help but wonder what her childhood might have been like—what she might have been like—if her mother had always been allowed to be like this. “I’m sorry it’s been like that.”
Her mother waved her away, standing up as their train rolled into the station. “Not to worry, dear. It’s never too late to start living the life you want.”
The box in Alexandria’s arms felt like it glowed at the words. She wondered whether that could be true. Her mother certainly seemed to be showing that it was. Only a week into this new life of hers and she was already blooming into a completely different version of herself. All the years of marriage hadn’t crushed who she was and what she wanted, she’d just put that version of herself away.
Was it possible seventeen years wasn’t so much between her and Hailey, either, in the grand scheme of things?
She followed her mother onto the train, shuddering pleasantly when the warmth inside hit her. She had no idea how she was going to find the time and privacy to read the journals, but she was happy for her mum. Even if she would prefer a little notice that she was coming to visit next time.
◆◆◆
 
Four days later, Alexandria was figuratively dying, even if she no longer felt like she was literally dying.
She’d woken up on Monday morning with a nightmare of a cold—she was aching, snotty, and her throat felt red raw. She could have done without having to sleep on the couch. As comfortable as it was, it had nothing on a proper bed, especially her bed with its expensive mattress. She’d bought it a couple of years ago after a promotion and she’d been having the best sleep of her life on it. But, with her mother here and all that she had been going through, Alexandria had felt compelled to give it up. They could have shared, she supposed, but sharing a bed with her mum at thirty-five felt more than a little odd to her. It had been a very long time since her parents had allowed her or Daniel to crawl into bed with them after a nightmare, let alone for the whole night. She wasn’t sure they’d ever let that happen, and, even with the changes her mum was making, they just didn’t have that type of relationship.
Between the cold and her mother’s presence, she had been in no place to go to work, but she’d worked from home, giving things her best shot, even though her head felt as though it had been stuffed with cotton wool and things were taking twice as long to understand than usual.
Susan, who had been overly smug about Alexandria being ill and then had confiscated her phone to supposedly limit her opportunities to strain herself further, had popped out early, returning an hour later with a change of clothes. Despite the attitude over Alexandria getting sick, she then proceeded to wait around the apartment for Alexandria to be done with her work. She baked, made lunch, and brought Alexandria multiple cups of tea, which were massively appreciated.
What Alexandria did not appreciate was that the minute she clocked off for the day, her mother jumped up and announced that they would now go shopping together.
Alexandria had groaned and asked whether they had to. When Susan had insisted and talked at length about needing Alexandria to show her around, Alexandria had taken another round of cold medicine and relented.
By the time they returned, she was barely holding on. They’d eaten out at her mother’s request, so she simply made a cup of tea, got ready for bed, and crawled back into her makeshift setup on the sofa. She was out of it before her mum had even finished pottering around the kitchen.
Tuesday had been much the same—work, take her mum out to see London, eat out, come home, crawl into bed, and spend the whole day feeling awful. All while wondering when she’d be getting her phone back.
Wednesday had been a little better. She was still ill, but she was on the mend, which turned out to be a good thing because her mum wanted to buy workout equipment that day. She’d been reading online about yoga and she wanted to give it a go. So they were left lugging home mats and rollers and a bunch of other equipment Alexandria secretly thought it was too early to invest in for someone who hadn’t even tried yoga yet.
And by Thursday, Alexandria’s cold was well and truly on the way out—helpful since she couldn’t deal with being ill for Daniel’s wedding—but she was still feeling awful. She hadn’t had a minute alone to read Hailey’s journals. She hadn’t gotten her phone back yet and so she hadn’t even been able to text Hailey to explain. Now, it was four days later and anything she said was going to seem trite if she still hadn’t read the journals.
She winced, feeling guilty for being annoyed that her mum had moved herself in and taken up all of Alexandria’s time. It wasn’t all Susan’s fault, and Alexandria was glad she seemed to be flourishing, but, especially while being ill, she had needed those evening hours to work on her relationship with Hailey and rest.
Now, she feared their relationship might have been flushed down the loo by her continued silence. If she’d been more with it, she’d have done a better job getting her phone back and living her own life. As it was, she’d been too out of it to comprehend the fact that she was thirty-five and her mother had stolen her phone and was refusing to give it back. All for Alexandria’s own good, apparently…
Plus, she only had two days left before the wedding and no sign of time without her mother. She absolutely needed to read the journals before Saturday. She knew how vulnerable she’d felt mentioning the CDs so she could imagine how Hailey felt handing her those journals. The least she could do was read them in a timely manner.
And she wanted that. She wanted to read them. To know Hailey’s life while they’d been apart, to understand what Hailey had been through, to comprehend what Hailey was telling her by handing them over.
She supposed it was a good thing she was starting to feel better, perhaps she’d be able to keep her eyes open long enough to read a little once her mum said goodnight. She didn’t care if it made her tired tomorrow, she needed to read the journals. And she needed to come up with a return gesture.
The CDs were an obvious choice, one Hailey would appreciate she was sure. So she’d need a box to put them in.
“I thought we’d look for some home goods today,” Susan announced, walking in to where Alexandria was wrapping up her work for the day.
“Okay,” she replied, unsure which home Susan was looking for goods for, but happy to go along with that. She’d be able to find a gift box without too much issue, she was sure.
And maybe a photo frame… That could be just the thing for what she wanted to give Hailey in return. 



Twenty-Six
Present day
 
Alexandria looked up as Daniel walked into the living room. After two nights of being up into the early hours reading Hailey’s journals, she was finally finished and completely exhausted, but even that exhaustion could not detract from the sheer joy she felt looking at her brother.
He looked at her and she could see the nerves mixed in with the excitement. They’d been up late last night, eating pizza and talking through their childhoods and the journeys that brought them here. He’d told her about meeting Esme and feeling at peace around her in a way he’d never experienced before. He wasn’t regretting the choice to get married at all, but she could imagine how the whole thing of wedding planning and then being away from your partner while you were both responsible for such a huge day could make you nervous. She could imagine how even if you knew you were doing the right thing, the enormity of actually doing it could give you pause. It was entirely normal, but it did melt her heart a little seeing her brother like that.
She walked over to him and ran her hands over the shoulders of his jacket, giving him a once-over before announcing him perfect.
His face cracked into a giant grin. “You think I’ll do?”
Alexandria smiled and nodded. “I think you’ll more than do.”
“Thanks, Al. You’re the best.”
She rolled her eyes. “When you talk at length in your speech about how amazing I am, remember to get my name right.”
He laughed. “Hanging around with Hailey makes you cheeky. I don’t know if I like it.”
She shook her head at him. Maybe he was right. Maybe she didn’t mind that. And she knew he was only saying that because of their conversation last night. Daniel might have been too young to remember Hailey, but he wasn’t at all surprised when Alexandria had quietly admitted that Hailey was the one who made her feel at peace in the world. He’d asked question after question, telling her after every answer that was exactly how he felt with Esme and that she couldn’t let something like that get away again.
It wasn’t like Alexandria didn’t know that. She’d come prepared to fight for Hailey, but they had a wedding to do first.
And she knew Daniel definitely didn’t mind if Hailey made her cheeky. Just as she loved seeing him happy with Esme, she knew he wanted to see her happy too.
“Any word from Dad?” she asked as he moved to check his phone for any last-minute crises.
“Maybe?” Daniel said, shrugging. “I mean, yes, but I don’t think he’s going to be there today. He texted to congratulate me, but it’s not quite the journey Mum seems to be going on.”
Alexandria shrugged and nodded. It was about what she’d expected. “Everyone in their own time and all that. Sorry he’s going to miss your wedding, though.”
Daniel shook his head. “It’s fine. Today’s not about him or that whole drama. Plus, I’ve got a whole marriage ahead. Today’s definitely the best day ever so far, but I’m looking forward to when we’re ninety-five and have seventy years under our belts and we’re those annoyingly cute grandparents who wear matching outfits and won’t stop feeding you biscuits.”
Alexandria laughed. She could easily see that being Daniel and Esme—probably much sooner than seventy years down the line too. She wondered what she’d be like at ninety-five and who might be sitting beside her in life then… “Your house will still be a whirlwind of colour and chaos, I’m sure.”
“Have you met my beautiful wife? Of course it is.”
“I have, in fact, met her.” Her laughter transformed into a soft smile. “I’m really happy for you, Daniel. For both of you. You deserve all the happiness in the world.”
He grinned. “So, not worried about the whole thirty-two days thing anymore?”
“I mean, it still feels a touch fast, if you ask me, but if anyone could make it work, it would absolutely be you. And Esme. You somehow did manage to find the person who is your match in all things.”
“Yeah, that’s fair. I mean, you got engaged twenty years before your supposed wedding date, so you know, not exactly one for a short engagement, are you?” His eyes glimmered while Alexandria frowned at him.
“I knew I was going to regret telling you all of that.”
“You absolutely do not regret it.”
“I definitely do. And we didn’t get engaged. It was just a silly little deal that two kids made.”
He barked a laugh, sipping carefully at some water so as not to spill it on his red velvet suit. “Oh, yeah. I remember making contracts that I was going to marry all my friends back then.”
She stared pointedly at him. “Hilarious, Daniel, truly.”
He moved to stand directly in front of her. “You two got engaged before you even really knew what you were doing and you’ve spent the last seventeen years coming back to one another. You don’t need to tell me exactly what’s in the notebooks or the letter she gave you for me to know she’s been waiting for you exactly like you’ve been waiting for her.”
Alexandria’s eyes flickered to her clutch, inside of which she’d tucked the note that Hailey had sent with the journals. It had been hurriedly scrawled, but having Hailey admit that she’d been missing Alexandria so much that she’d been writing to her for seventeen years had broken every barrier wrapped around Alexandria’s heart. She’d cried before she’d even gotten to the journals—themselves a difficult, heartwarming, heartbreaking, educational journey—and she could see herself carrying it around for the rest of her life.
Daniel turned to see what she was looking at. He smirked. “The note’s in your bag, isn’t it?”
“What? No. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Alexandria thrust her chin up into the air haughtily but Daniel simply laughed at her.
“Dude, you’ve been waiting for Hailey Davis for seventeen years. She’s back. She loves you. And you’re both only two months into being thirty-five… Plenty of time to follow through on that contract.”
Alexandria stared at him. Above anything else she’d admitted last night, she was most embarrassed about that—the niggling hope that maybe, just maybe…
He grinned wider. “I’m just saying, a wedding is a great place to find a romantic moment and maybe pick your engagement back up.”
“We were never engaged.”
“Sure you weren’t.” He gestured to her. “You’ve spent the last seventeen years being single, waiting for her. From what I’m gathering, she seems to have been doing the same. And you look incredible. Do yourselves a favour and go for it.”
“You do realise today’s about you and Esme, right? Not me and Hailey.”
“I absolutely do realise that, but what I want for my wedding is to know that my sister and one of Esme’s favourite people are both happy.”
“Excuse me. I already bought you the most expensive blender in existence. You don’t get to demand other gifts.”
“Whoa, spoiler alert. You’re not supposed to tell people what you’ve bought before they open it.”
She rolled her eyes. “You literally told me you’ve been looking into buying one, I told you I’d get it as a wedding gift. It wasn’t the world’s best-kept secret.”
“No, that would be yours and Hailey’s almost twenty-year engagement.”
“If it wasn’t your wedding day, I would murder you right now.”
“No, you wouldn’t. You love me far too much for that.”
“Doubtful.”
He smiled over his shoulder at her like he knew it was a lie. She knew it was a lie too, but meddling brothers were the worst.
And also the best.
“Shall we?” she asked, gesturing to the door.
“Absolutely. I’ve got a wedding to get to.”
She scooped up her clutch and her bag filled with emergency supplies and her gift for Hailey. The butterflies in her stomach ratcheted up a notch and she had to take a deep breath to stop herself from passing out from nerves.
Concentrate on Daniel’s wedding. That’s the priority today.
And it was. But Hailey was going to be there. And Alexandria was now aware of a bunch of twists in her life, of the journey she’d been on, the story she was writing that she, herself, said was impossible to write without Alexandria. And, in Alexandria’s absence, Hailey had been writing the story to her. If that wasn’t a sign that her whole life was about to change, Alexandria didn’t know what was.
She hadn’t been so aware of the massive way her life was about to change since she’d been in the runup to handing Hailey that first journal. She hadn’t been aware then that she’d one day be reading it, reading the despair Hailey was going through being away from her.
All of the times she’d wanted to run back home to Hailey, she’d hoped Hailey might be feeling the same way but she’d never truly believed it, not until she read the journals and it was still there, in the pages of her life—wanting Alexandria as much as Alexandria wanted her. Hailey had written the words for all the ways Alexandria felt when she sat down and burned CDs because she didn’t have the words herself.
Maybe she hadn’t had the words because Hailey had them all. Hailey was writing their story even in their absence. All of their longing and wanting and love flowed through her and into journals born from the one a brokenhearted eighteen-year-old had given her first and only love.
Alexandria had to get her brother married, but then it was her time to find the words. She’d been thinking about it nonstop and she thought she had them now. They weren’t as beautiful as the ones Hailey wrote—even when she wrote about the mundane parts of life it was beautiful—but she knew what she’d wanted to say seventeen years ago and what she wanted to say now. She just had to hope that Hailey was still in the mood to hear them. 



Twenty-Seven
Present day
 
Hailey’s heart was pounding painfully. She was glad she had such a great team at Mash-N-Go. They were doing an incredible job of setting up for their first wedding, in an unfamiliar kitchen, even as their boss was too much of an emotional wreck. She was certain a couple of them thought she was just that emotional and happy for Esme. And, while she really was delighted for Esme, that wasn’t what had her almost dropping two pans of potatoes and debating whether Esme’s custard-mash monstrosity from a couple of weeks ago was actually a good idea and something they should be serving.
When she’d reached that point, Homer had gripped her shoulders, manoeuvred her into a seat in the corner of the room, handed her a cup of tea, and told her to calm down. She’d nodded absently but taken the tea. It was soothing, something she desperately needed.
Given the way this week had gone, she’d been prepared to feel a million different emotions come today. What she had not been expecting was this level of anxiety. Especially not when she was fairly certain the journals had gone over well.
She’d woken up to a text from Alexandria—finally—on Friday morning. It had been sent in the early hours when it seemed clear that Alexandria was up, reading the journals, and feeling incredibly sentimental. Hailey’s heart had been momentarily soothed by the news that she’d been ridiculously ill since Sunday, had her mother unexpectedly invading her tiny one-bedroomed apartment, and that she was reading and crying by torchlight in the first alone time she’d gotten all week. The tone had been apologetic and thankful. And then Hailey’s heart had picked up at ten times its usual speed and hadn’t calmed down since.
The last time she’d been on a deadline like this with Alexandria, it had not been the kind she’d want to repeat. This time, maybe they’d get to come back together. All of the signs were there, but she still couldn’t calm herself down enough to feel relaxed about it. Seventeen years of wanting something and finally it was coming back to her? Maybe? There was no calm to be had in that situation.
Someone knocked on the door to the kitchen and stepped inside.
Hailey’s jaw almost dropped. “What the hell are you doing here? I thought you said you were busy? Nevermind. I don’t even care. I’m so glad you’re here. I need a date to keep me calm.”
Farid laughed. “I am busy. Sorry, not here to be your date, but I did hear I would find you back here and I had the sneaking suspicion you might be panicking.”
“I’m not panicking. Who said I’m panicking? Why would I be panicking?” She paused, processing all of his words. “Wait. You’re not here for me? What the hell are you doing here then?”
He tilted his head, smirking. “I’m Alexandria’s date.”
Hailey felt like she’d jumped into an ice-cold bath. “No, you’re not.”
“Oh, am I not? Because I’m pretty sure I am.”
“You’re dating Alexandria?” How could she have been so wrong? How could she have missed the signs and been so excited about the idea that Alexandria was coming back to her?
“Oh, for—” Farid’s shoulders sank, he seemed to deflate with frustration before her. “You two are as bad as each other.”
She scowled at him. “In what way?”
“You’re a lesbian.”
She cast around for any of this to make sense. “Is that new news?”
He sighed. “You’re a lesbian and you asked me to be your date for this.”
“So? It’s just a friends thing. I’m a lesbian.”
“And because Alexandria’s bisexual that means she can only have romantic dates?”
Hailey’s brain felt like a machine with the gears stuck. It was trying hard to kick itself back into gear and work, but the pieces just were not cooperating. “What? No, of course not. But you’re great, she’s amazing, you’ve been friends for years…”
“Yeah, and she’s also been spoken for since the day you first sat next to her, I’m pretty sure.”
Hailey felt as though she was sitting in a fire suddenly. Could that possibly be true? She thought she knew it, deep down, but hearing it from Farid made it real, possible. She didn’t know why it was such a shock when she’d been Alexandria’s all that time too. She’d tried dating, she’d tried being friends first, she’d tried a million things, but it had never felt right. She’d been Alexandria’s since she was eleven years old. Since before she’d even known she was gay.
Had Alexandria been hers all along too?
“You’re such a pair of melons.” Farid rubbed three fingers across his forehead.
She laughed. “Is that supposed to mean something?”
“What it means,” he said with emphasis, unbuttoning his jacket and sitting down beside her, “is that you’re both dancing around the same thing. You want to be together, you both know it’s going to happen tonight, and you’re both so stressed out about it that you’re not thinking clearly. Yes, Alexandria and I are friends, but we aren’t all lucky enough to find the loves of our lives in secondary school. And, contrary to your popular belief, everyone who went to Sheridan wasn’t completely in love with Alexandria.”
Hailey snorted. “You should have been. She’s incredible.”
“She’s great but of course you think that. You’re the one who’s in love with her.”
“Hey, Rhys Alwin was in love with her.”
Farid scowled at her. “Do you think Alexandria gives a damn about Rhys Alwin right now?”
“She might. She’s a really good person, she cares a lot about others…” She cut off at the look he was giving her and sighed. “Fine. No. She probably couldn’t care less about Rhys Alwin. Maybe doesn’t even remember he exists.”
“You do, though,” Farid said, far too smugly for Hailey’s taste.
“You do too,” she accused, pointing awkwardly at him since he was sitting right beside her.
He crossed his arms and one of his legs over the other, looking much like someone chastising a misbehaving teen they actually think is amusing. “In so far as you just mentioned him and it brought the memory back. I don’t sit around thinking about him on the regular.”
“Neither do I,” she insisted, keeping her voice quiet so her staff didn’t hear the whole conversation.
Farid looked at her and Hailey thought she might have preferred the shy kid she’d once sat next to. But then she remembered he’d looked at her like that then, too. Now, he just wore it with more confidence and, as much as she hated this, she loved that for him.
She sighed. “Fine. Do you have a point?”
He laughed. My point is that it’s time. The wedding’s about to start and then it’s time to get your girl.”
He stood up and held a hand out to Hailey.
She took it, narrowing her eyes at him. “I thought you already had a date.”
“I do. In a completely platonic sense, just in case you forgot.”
“You told me not two minutes ago.”
“I also told you to get with Alexandria years ago but I’m still waiting on that to happen.”
“I really hate you,” she muttered.
“No, you don’t.” He was so smug.
She walked through the kitchen, checking in with her staff that everything was good, before heading out the door and into the gardens of the house where the wedding was taking place. It was some sort of old, almost stately, home—though, a small one by some standards. It had the most gorgeous gardens that looked almost gothic in the grey, misty November air.
They made their way through the winding stone paths, past brambles, and mostly-naked trees, around to the pond garden where the wedding was taking place.
Esme’s vision had been spot on—flowers and colour looked beautifully striking against the November setting.
One of Dan’s friends welcomed them at the small archway that led to the seating area, handing them each a program, a cushion to sit on to help with the cold, and a little bag of sweets to enjoy before or during the ceremony.
When Farid dropped into the seat next to her, Hailey stared at him. “What are you doing?”
“Sitting down. What are you doing?”
“Jesus. You’re a snarky bastard these days.”
“All part of my charm,” he said, shooting her a grin before looking at his program. “And I’m sitting with you. I thought you’d like the company.”
“You’re not sitting with Alexandria?”
He shook his head. “She’s Daniel’s best woman. She’ll be up at the front with him.”
“Oh.” Hailey had known that, she just hadn’t remembered. Through the fear and excitement buzzing through her system, she was having a hard time remembering much, honestly. She was concentrating on the concrete details in front of her because she was here for Esme and Dan first and foremost. And, if she let her emotions get away from her, she’d be standing up in the middle of the service declaring herself to Alexandria and ruining everything.
Her eyes roamed around the space, taking in the guests, the red carpet running up the aisle with printed turquoise vines leading the way to the altar, and the rich, luscious floral arrangements in deep, winter reds and plums, flashes of turquoise mixed in making everything pop.
As she looked towards the front, she caught sight of Susan. A couple of weeks ago, she’d been so uptight. She looked like a completely different person now. Hailey wondered how Alexandria was doing with that.
Hailey supported Susan doing what she needed to do for herself and all, but the person she’d been before had definitely left its mark on Alexandria. Plus, this Susan had installed herself in Alexandria’s home for a week without an invite.
Hailey supported Susan, but she loved Alexandria, and there was no getting away from the marks Susan had left on Alexandria that couldn’t be washed away at the drop of a hat.
The musical duo in the corner switched their playing, becoming louder, and the guests all shifted in their seats, looking around. Hailey wondered how their fingers weren’t freezing. The setting was gorgeous and all, but it was definitely a cold day.
In the corner of Hailey’s eye, a flash of red caught her attention. She looked towards the aisle to see Dan walking down it, grinning and practically bouncing. He’d come a long way from that babbling, giggling toddler she’d first met in Alexandria’s house over twenty years ago. They’d all come a long way since then. And no way at all in some senses.
Flanking him was Alexandria. Hailey gasped as she took her in.
She was in a gorgeous mulberry dress, a warm, formal coat over the top of it. She looked stunning. The fabric clung to the rolls of her stomach as though she were so beautiful, even it couldn’t bear to be parted from her. Hailey couldn’t blame it. It caressed her, cradled her, and held her in all the ways Hailey wished she still could.
Farid was looking at her, grinning his smug little smile, but she couldn’t look at him, couldn’t bring herself to care about whatever he was thinking. All she knew was Alexandria and how desperately she wanted to be back together with her—because they had been together.
After seventeen years of pretending denial, the truth sat certainly in her chest. They had been together. They’d left each other because they were young and foolish and being told it couldn’t last. They’d left each other because Hailey hadn’t wanted to become her homophobic parents. What they hadn’t realised was that such an outcome had never been a possibility in the first place. They hadn’t needed to be scared of each other or the world around them. So many people had told them they’d forget each other, fight, end up hating each other. None of it was true. They hadn’t even needed to be around one another to be completely in love.
Dan and Alexandria reached the front of the aisle and took their places, turning to look back at those gathered. It wasn’t a massive event, but Dan and Esme were friendly, magnetic people. They were not low on friends.
As Alexandria glanced across the crowd, Hailey watched her transfixed. When their eyes met, it was like fireworks and lightning striking. It was being eleven and seeing her for the first time, and being sixteen and kissing her for the first time, and being thirty-five and seeing her and wanting her all over again.
She practically felt the tiny, sharp inhale Alexandria took. She almost heard the way Alexandria’s mind was reliving all the same things Hailey’s was. She could remember Alexandria’s lips against hers, her soft skin under Alexandria’s fingers, the way they tangled around one another… There was nobody else in the world but the two of them.
The music changed and everyone around her stood up, cutting off her view of Alexandria. She looked around, wondering what was going on. Farid was looking down at her, yanking on her elbow to get her to stand too while laughing at her obliviousness.
She rose and realised this was Esme’s entrance.
“Tell me again you two aren’t completely gone for each other,” Farid whispered in her ear, far too amused.
“Shut up,” she muttered back, being unable to stop herself from smiling too.
She watched Esme—in her gorgeous, beaded turquoise dress and bright red bouquet—glide down the aisle, her eyes flicking over and over again to Alexandria. It made her heart jump every time Alexandria’s eyes found her too. There were so many things for them to say, so many things to get right this time, but Hailey could feel that they were both ready and willing to try, and that was the most terrifying, exciting thing that had ever happened to her. 



Twenty-Eight
Present day
 
Alexandria had never felt so much like glittery jelly in her life. Before today, she wouldn’t have understood what it even meant to feel like glittery jelly, but that was exactly how she felt.
Her heart had pounded, her breath coming far too quickly, the entire time Daniel and Esme were getting married, and it hadn’t calmed down since.
Alexandria was over the moon for them, but none of the jitteriness had come from that. The hurricane of emotions was from Hailey.
From the minute their eyes met, with Alexandria standing at the altar and feeling every bit like she was attending their wedding, she’d been a mess. A glorious, happy, ridiculous mess. There was still so much to talk about, so much history between them, but she knew they were going to make it this time. It had been there in their unspoken whispers, in the way they moved around each other like celestial bodies colliding against a background of magnificent starlight, in the ways neither had ever moved on.
Once upon a time, her mother had told her high school romance never lasted, that there was no hope for teenagers in love, and you couldn’t throw your life away on it. Maybe you shouldn’t throw your life away on it, but it absolutely could last. Once in a lifetime—once in a blue moon—it could last. And that was her and Hailey.
Even if they couldn’t get a single minute together.
Alexandria had been whisked away for photographs after the service, busy with congratulating Daniel and Esme, chatting with her mother, complimenting Celia on another sublime, all-purple outfit, and working hard on not letting her feet carry her straight to Hailey and the one place she wanted to be more than any other.
But she couldn’t keep her eyes away. When they were close enough to see each other, her gaze wandered time and time again back to Hailey. She felt herself blushing as she drank in Hailey in her gorgeous bottle-green suit. It was such a perfect shade on her, complimenting her red hair and making her look absolutely radiant. She was certain Hailey could see the blush, but she didn’t seem to mind. She smiled back at Alexandria as if all the stars had aligned and she’d never known sadness in her whole life.
It hurt Alexandria’s heart that she caused Hailey so much pain—pain she’d seen in the pages of the journals—but they were moving past that now. Sure, they’d need to talk it through, to address the ways they’d hurt each other and themselves, but they would be doing it together. She just knew it. And that was amazing.
After making it through a few more pictures—none of which were traditionally posed or styled, and all of which she knew Daniel and Esme were going to love—they were released for dinner and Farid appeared at her side.
“So,” he said, clearly amused, “how are we doing?”
Alexandria narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m grateful you came but you really are enjoying this too much, you know that?”
“Oh, believe me, I’ve heard exactly that from Hailey.” He laughed, leading her over to where a long, wooden table had been set up with heat lamps and fairy lights and so many winding, natural, beautiful flowers that it looked like it had been plucked from a fairy world, or, at the very least, the pages of a very fancy wedding magazine.
It was both hilarious and apt that they were going to be eating from a mashed potato bar at this table. Two weeks ago, Alexandria had been certain her mother would be dying over the scene. Now, she seemed only marginally confused over some of the choices Daniel and Esme had made. Old habits die hard and all that.
Susan was tearing herself and her life up and rebuilding it with all new foundations. Alexandria supposed it was to be expected that the old Susan would be peeking through in places. She had been with Alexandria’s dad for a long time. They must have agreed on some things. If Alexandria were to guess, she’d probably pick white weddings to be one of them.
Initially, Alexandria had expected Daniel and Esme to go without a seating plan, and that had been in consideration. Then, Esme had learned she could make little counters of all of her guests and play pretend her wedding on a little floorplan on their coffee table. Daniel’s friend—an absolute master of calligraphy—had also sent him pictures of the most gorgeous escort cards around the same time, and the whole thing had been a done deal.
Alexandria wandered down the table, finding her seat, Farid on one side of her, Celia on the other, and sat down, feeling more like a magical princess than she ever had in her life.
When Daniel popped out from behind an ancient oak tree moments later, announcing himself and his new wife, the table went wild. Most of the guests had found their seats but Alexandria noticed there was no sign of Hailey and too many empty seats to tell where she’d be sitting.
Esme, who had added a coat over her intricate turquoise dress, stood behind her seat and beamed at her gathered guests. “Thank you all so much for being here. My husband and I—”
She was cut off by the raucous round of applause and cheering that went up around the table, blushing and smiling adoringly at Daniel as she waited for it to pass. Alexandria wasn’t sure she’d ever seen two people so in love, nor had she ever been so happy for anyone in her entire life as she was for them.
Farid leaned in. “That’s exactly how you and Hailey look at each other. Just in case you’re curious.”
Alexandria’s stomach dropped and she looked at him in surprise, but, before she could say anything, the cheers died down and Esme was able to continue.
“My husband and I are so grateful to have you all in our lives and to have you here to celebrate with us,” she said, continuing through the lighter cheers that accompanied her speech this time. “And, I don’t know about you, but I am definitely ready for some dinner and mashed potato will absolutely hit the spot, so have at it.”
She and Daniel led the way to the buffet table that had been set up under the cover of the remnants of an old stone barn, directing those with dietary needs to Homer—one of Hailey’s most reliable staff members, Alexandria had observed over the past month—before heading down the row to have their meals assembled.
Susan appeared at Alexandria’s side as she was looking around for Hailey. “I think I’m going to get the curried potato bowl,” she announced happily.
Alexandria had been getting anxious thinking about where Hailey was and when they’d get a moment to speak to one another, but that sentence well and truly shocked her out of her panic.
She looked at her mum. “I haven’t seen you eat curry in years,” she said, knowing that the curried potato dish was the creation of two of Hailey’s most creative and talented chefs—Johar and Chandani. Both were Indian and brought so many wonderful dishes and twists on dishes to the restaurant. But that also meant that Alexandria knew just how spicey some of the components of that incredible dish were—Hailey had told her last week how she'd ascended to a higher state of being after trying its special revamp for the wedding.
Susan bobbed her head to the side. “Your father isn’t a fan,” she said, a little awkwardly. “But it used to be one of my favourite foods.”
She really was an entirely different person than she’d seemed for the last thirty-five years. They’d eaten curries when Alexandria and Daniel were growing up and she now realised she had seen her mother eating them and not her father. It hurt her heart to think Susan had stopped eating them for him. Alexandria hoped she'd be able to do things for herself more now that she was alone.
It was sad, really, the idea of needing to be alone to be yourself, to eat foods that mean so much to you—and it was clear from Susan’s expression that curry and the memories associated with it meant the world to her—but she hoped for all the happiness in the world for her mum.
“Never give up the things you love for someone who claims to love you,” her mother said seriously, giving her an intense look.
Alexandria felt like Susan was plumbing down into her soul and back in time, back to when she’d told Alexandria over and over again that it wasn’t a good idea to give up her dream of Edinburgh for a high school friend.
Maybe this was what she’d really been trying to say all along. Or maybe it wasn’t, but she wished it was. Love the person who supports your dreams, not the one who tears them down and turns you into a shell of the person you really are.
“Oh, I don’t think she needs to worry about that,” Farid cut in with a cheeky grin before capturing Susan’s attention to discuss the chutneys that were being served with the curried potato dish.
Alexandria shuffled along, attempting to shake off her mortification at Farid’s comment and refocus on attempting to locate Hailey. She knew she had to be here somewhere, making sure everything was running smoothly. She had an amazing staff, but it would be very odd for her to set them up and then not help out. It wouldn’t be very Hailey.
When it was their turn to order, Alexandria had overheard enough of her mother and Farid’s conversation that there was only one dish she could possibly think to order. She happily told Chandani she, too, wanted the curried potatoes, and it was then that the world shrank into one tiny point.
Hailey.
Red hair and green suit and killer laugh and that way she had of just connecting with people and putting them at ease.
She was over with Homer and a couple of guests with food allergies. From the looks of things, Hailey had been in the back, preparing their meals.
In a full suit.
Alexandria couldn’t help but smile.
Chandani interrupted her swooning by handing her a tray with her food on and Alexandria blushed before leading her mum and Farid back to the table, leaving a still-laughing Hailey behind. They had all night. There was still plenty of time to talk.
Alexandria was usually a patient person. It was only Hailey who made her feel like this.
She concentrated on making conversation at the table, on being present, and enjoying the moment. She did such a good job of it that she didn’t even realise when the only empty seat left at the table was across from her. At least not until Hailey was dropping down into it with her own food.
Alexandria looked up and it was like looking directly at the sun in many ways—the brightest, most brilliant thing she’d ever seen. Hailey sent her smile that said she’d regained some of her usual confidence. Work did that for her—she liked what she did and she was good at it. Being able to do her work successfully always left her with the flush of happiness and confidence that came from fulfilling your dreams.
Susan’s words echoed in Alexandria’s head again. Find the person who builds your dreams up. She wanted to spend the rest of her life building up Hailey’s dreams.
“Ah, the wanderer returns,” Farid said, breaking the moment between them and reminding them both that there were other people at the table.
Hailey laughed, dragging her eyes away from Alexandria with what seemed like some effort. “I knew you’d be lost without me.”
“On the contrary, I have my date,” he said, his eyes gleaming as emphasised the word date just a little too much.
Alexandria had no idea what was going on but she couldn’t deny she was curious, especially when Hailey’s eyes flashed in response.
“One of these days,” Hailey said, scooping up a spoonful of her own food, “you’re going to push your luck too far.”
Farid laughed like it was a challenge and Alexandria could feel the competitive edge between them. “If you want to talk about pushing your luck, what’s the most reckless thing you’ve ever done?”
Alexandria looked at the people on either side of them. Everyone had been pulled into other conversations, so it was just the three of them in this weird, overly-charged moment where she was certain Farid was attempting to force confessions from the two of them.
“You have to answer too,” Hailey said, seemingly unperturbed by the question.
“Of course,” he replied easily. “So what’s yours?”
Hailey ate some food while she thought about it and Alexandria wondered whether she wanted to know the answer. She’d read a lot about Hailey’s life in the last couple of days but she wasn’t ignorant to the fact that she’d been given a sampling—probably a highly curated sampling—of Hailey’s life. God knows what else she could have done in that time.
“Too many options to choose from, huh?” Farid teased.
He had grown so much since school, Alexandria was reminded again. Perhaps they all had. She didn’t think that her fifteen-year-old self would have foreseen the three of them here, at her brother’s wedding, like this. Perhaps she’d have hoped for Hailey, but not like this. In those imaginings, they wouldn’t have needed The Davis-Daley Contract. They’d already have been married by choice.
Hailey rolled her eyes at Farid. “Kissing a girl in a climbing frame in the middle of a storm,” she said finally, her eyes flitting from Farid to Alexandria and back again so quickly Alexandria would have missed it if she hadn’t been so focused on her.
Farid raised an eyebrow, looking at Alexandria and clearly attempting to put together whether this was a safe topic of conversation, whether she was the girl in question. “That’s it? Seems pretty tame to me.”
“It was a bad storm. Probably not the safest place to be.” She glanced at Alexandria again. “And it was absolutely worth the risk.”
Farid hummed. “Okay. I suppose I’ll allow it.”
Alexandria’s heart was pounding faster again. Was this an invitation? Was she supposed to do something? Say something? Be something? She wasn’t even sure that was the most reckless thing Hailey had ever done. She was obviously making a choice, sending a message.
“How about you?” Farid asked, looking at her with a smile. He knew exactly what he was doing. “Kissed any girls during dangerous storms?”
Alexandria’s mind went momentarily blank. Of course she’d kissed a girl in a storm. She was the girl in the climbing frame in the storm. And they all knew it. Was she supposed to admit it? Should she claim it as her most reckless moment too?
Or was there something else she could claim that sent the same message?
She took a deep breath. “Got a tattoo,” she said. It wasn’t so much the tattoo that was reckless, it was more that she’d done it on a whim—sad and lonely and missing Hailey so badly—and what the tattoo was.
“You have a tattoo?” Hailey asked, intrigued.
Alexandria almost burst under the intensity of her gaze. She wanted—no, needed—to be alone with her.
She nodded.
“Where is it?” Farid asked, also intrigued.
She pointed to a spot on the inside of her arm, about a hand’s width from her wrist. She’d chosen that spot especially—she almost always wore long sleeves, so it would be easy to keep it a secret, and in the summer, when it was too warm, she could cover it with makeup or a large plaster. But it was also easy to access, to look at when she felt too alone or missed Hailey too much. She’d looked at it a lot over the years.
Hailey examined the sleeve on her coat and was mentally debating whether Alexandria could roll her coat and her dress up far enough. “Can we see it?”
Alexandria looked at her. She would forever give Hailey anything she wanted.
She wanted to give her everything.
She nodded and gestured Hailey around to the other side of the table. It wouldn’t draw too much attention—lots of people were getting up and moving to chat with others, some taking their bowls with them, others having already finished. A mashed potato bar, it turned out, really was a great option for a wedding.
Hailey moved eagerly around to stand behind Alexandria and Farid. Farid grinned widely. Alexandria checked that nobody else was paying attention. She’d made a business of not revealing her tattoo to her family for the last fifteen years, too afraid of needing to explain it. Too afraid they wouldn’t need an explanation.
She shimmied her sleeves up her arms, exposing the sweet little tattoo. Feeling her face on fire, she looked from Farid, who was looking up at Hailey having clearly understood it, to Hailey’s awed face.
It took a minute of Hailey just staring before she reached a finger out to run it over Alexandria's arm. Her touch was electric, intoxicating, magnetic. “Is that…?”
Alexandria nodded. It was. 



Twenty-Nine
Present day
 
Hailey’s mind whirled.
Alexandria had a tattoo.
Alexandria had a tattoo of minimalist, sweeping mathematical symbols that came together to form a musical note.
Alexandria had a tattoo for them.
At least, she was pretty sure it was for them.
“Is that…?” she asked, not sure where the rest of that sentence was going, not sure how she wanted to ask.
But Alexandria didn’t need the rest of the words. She nodded, watching Hailey’s fingers trail over her arm.
“When did you get that?” Hailey asked, so mesmerised by it that she had basically forgotten where they were.
“Fifteen years ago,” Alexandria said, looking up at her. She was shy but also resolved.
They really were doing this.
Kissing her in that climbing frame had not been the most reckless thing Hailey had ever done—leaving her was—but she’d mentioned it as a sign, a message between the two of them that she was in this, she was ready, and she wanted to have that conversation tonight. Farid had already been privy to more than enough of their relationship that sharing that in front of him wasn’t anything that bothered her. But, she had not been expecting Alexandria to go one further in response.
She stared again at the smooth black lines on Alexandria’s arm, stark and beautiful against her pale, white skin.
Fifteen years.
For fifteen years, Alexandria had been walking around with this dedication to the two of them on her body. Hailey could see it now, all the ways Alexandria would look at it in stolen, secret moments; the way Alexandria’s hand strayed there when she was nervous around Hailey. She’d always assumed it was just a random habit, picked up over the last seventeen years. She’d never have imagined this artistry underneath.
A million questions she needed to ask flooded her mind—what it meant, had Alexandria designed it herself, how often she thought of them when she looked at it, where they went from here…? She’d never loved anyone like she loved Alexandria and she never would again.
It was only and always Alexandria.
Farid cleared his throat, causing the two of them to jump and look at him. Hailey’s fingers wrapped around Alexandria’s arm as if they belonged there.
“I’ll give you two some privacy,” he said, a shit-eating grin across his face.
At any other moment, Hailey would have rolled her eyes at him. At this moment, she was too consumed with Alexandria to be concerned with Farid’s smugness.
Besides, he’d been there since the very beginning, pushing the two of them along, hearing both sides of the story, and, clearly, wishing for the day they found their way home to one another. Farid was as much of a constant in their relationship as journals and music and wanting each other no matter the distance. She supposed she could let him have this one.
Alexandria rose too, standing impossibly close to Hailey. She smiled and her eyes shone and she was the only thing in the world to ever exist.
“I have something for you,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper.
Hailey nodded. She didn’t care what it was, she just wanted Alexandria and anything this perfect, beautiful, impossible woman was willing to give her.
Alexandria pulled her sleeve back down and slid her hand into Hailey’s like it belonged there. Because it did.
It was the feeling of coming home after far too long away. It was her tether to this life. It was the filling of the gaps in her soul and in her heart that had been left wanting for too long.
It was Alexandria.
She went willingly when Alexandria started leading them away from the table, apparently unconcerned who saw them leaving together, holding hands.
They didn’t go far.
They arrived in a parlour that was obviously the one set aside for Dan today. In the corner of the room was a large bag. Alexandria led them to it, pausing to take a deep breath before she let go of Hailey’s hand and reached inside.
She pulled out a box—navy blue and deep—and Hailey’s heart pounded painfully as she wondered what it was. She dared to dream but didn’t believe it until Alexandria handed it over and she pulled the lid off.
Two rows of CDs. Two rows of a million things Alexandria had wanted to say to her and never had the words or ability to do so. Two rows of covers written in Alexandria’s familiar handwriting, small doodles in the corners. Two rows of songs-upon-songs capturing all the things Alexandria felt for her.
She felt herself tearing up as she placed the box on an antique sideboard and pulled out one of the CDs. The year in the top corner told her it was from 2011. So long ago now. So many years after they’d said goodbye to each other. And still, it was filled with love songs and longing. Familiar tracks they’d listened to together, and songs she’d heard alone and thought of Alexandria with. All of them filled her with such deep, desperate love, the kind of love that lasted a lifetime. It was the kind of love that sustained you, the kind that hurt when you thought about the time apart, but that came with the promise of better days ahead.
She was fifteen again. Desperately in love with her best friend, doing anything she could to wrangle a future with her, but so scared of losing her that she didn’t know how to tell her.
Except she wasn’t fifteen. She was thirty-five and she knew the pain, the loss, the emptiness without her. Even rejection wouldn’t hurt as much as the last seventeen years had. Not that she thought she would get rejected, but the thought spurred her on, it brought her the words she needed.
She placed the CD down on top of the others, her heart fluttering at the idea of listening to them together, of hearing the story of how each one came to be.
She stepped closer to Alexandria. “Eighteen-year-old me was a fool.” She laughed tearfully. “Every version of me is a fool, but that one particularly. I let the best thing that ever happened to me go because I was so scared of losing you that admitting I wanted to keep you didn’t feel possible. It doesn’t make any sense, but you know what it was like. We heard over and over how it could never last, how young love was doomed to end. And I was a fool who listened to that instead of this.”
Alexandria laughed too, tears streaming down her face. “You weren’t the only one who listened.”
“I wish I hadn’t. I wish I hadn’t been so scared.”
“Me too.” She shook her head. The gorgeous waves her hair was styled into for today bounced as she did. “I was so afraid you didn’t really want me, that we were kids and it was just convenient. We were the only two out kids we knew. Everyone was so weird about queer people. And my parents insisted it would never last.”
“We’ve shown them,” Hailey said with faux bravado as she sniffled. “Look at us lasting longer than your parents.”
Alexandria dropped her head forward. “I’m not sure that counts.”
“Oh, it definitely counts.”
“You are ridiculous, Hailey Davis.”
Alexandria was the most radiant, beautiful, perfect person Hailey had ever seen. How had she ever walked away from this for even one second?
“Maybe, but I’m a ridiculous person who loves you, who has loved you for more than half my life, who probably loved you from the minute Mrs. Rhone sat us together in maths class and you were nervous and funny and shy and uptight and so unbelievably perfect. You were my gay awakening and nothing has changed since the minute that happened. I’ve only ever loved you more—more than the day before, more than I ever thought possible, more than makes sense to anyone but us. It’s been you for twenty-four years and it’s going to be you for as long as I live.”
Alexandria was nodding along with everything she said and nothing had ever felt so good. “And even after that.”
Hailey was crying in earnest—they both were. This was everything she’d ever wanted. For seventeen years, she’d dreamt of this moment, she’d hoped that somewhere out there, Alexandria still loved her the way she loved Alexandria, and now, here they were. In love. Happy. Together.
“Even after that,” she agreed, slipping her hands inside Alexandria’s coat, her palms finally finding her soft body again, her fingers wrapping around her waist and pulling her in close. “You are the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen.”
“Your mirrors must be broken.”
She breathed out an incredulous laugh, her head falling forwards until her forehead pressed into Alexandria’s. This moment was even more perfect and beautiful than she’d imagined it would be. She’d never felt euphoria like this before.
“Can I kiss you?” Alexandria breathed, her voice wobbly, and Hailey’s heart exploded in her chest.
“Yes, please.”
Alexandria moved in slowly—partly cautious, partly deliberate. She was savouring every moment, taking in every breath, sight, scent, touch, and inch of Hailey that she could. And Hailey knew, in that moment, that Alexandria had spent every second as long as she had thinking about them, wishing for this moment, hoping they’d find their way home.
Their lips brushed and Hailey had never felt so alive in her life. It was electricity, it was peace, it was home. It was life itself held in the space between their lips, hidden in the ways their breaths danced together, unfolding in the touches of their skin. This was being alive and neither of them had been alive for seventeen years.
Alexandria tipped forwards and pressed a full kiss on Hailey’s mouth. And it was waking up. It was the very essence of being falling into place. It was the meaning of life and love and happiness. It was the refuge from sadness and pain and the very reason you made it through all of that.
It was the Davis-Daleys. Home. Together. Forever.
When they pulled back, they were both panting too much for only having kissed but neither seemed concerned or embarrassed. Alexandria smiled at her and Hailey had never seen her look more herself than she did right then. For twenty-four years, Hailey had held the key to unlocking every hidden facet of who Alexandria was. She was delighted to see it still fit the lock.
“There’s something else,” Alexandria whispered, gesturing to the bag the box of CDs had come from.
Hailey raised her eyebrows in question, moving over to it when Alexandria nodded her on.
She pulled out another gift box, this one slimmer, wider. She placed it on the sideboard, beside the CDs that were still causing her stomach to flip every time she looked at them, and slid the lid off.
How had they ever given up on this? How had they ever thought they weren’t meant to be together?
She laughed and cried and took Alexandria’s hand, the box in her other. “Come with me.”
Hailey led them through the house to the kitchen. She ignored her staff, none of them seeming surprised to see her happy and crying and holding Alexandria’s hand—maybe she had been more obvious than she’d thought. She located her backpack and placed the box from Alexandria down beside it. She pulled out a package and handed it to Alexandria.
Alexandria looked at her puzzled but tore open the wrappings.
As she took in the contents, holding it tight in her hands, Alexandria sobbed and laughed and shook her head. “We bought the same frame.”
Hailey nodded, wrapping an arm around her back. “We bought the same frame.”
Alexandria placed the two packages beside each other and looked at them like a proud parent gazing at her newborn child. “We bought the same frame…” she whispered again.
Hailey nodded before pulling her in for another kiss. And beside them lay two well-worn, carefully framed copies of The Contract of the Davis–Daleys. Preserved, protected, and loved twenty years later. 



Epilogue
Ten months later
 
On September 7th, four days before Hailey’s thirty-sixth birthday, they were in Scotland. They’d arrived in Edinburgh—a place that has always been home for Alexandria but that was so much more magical with Hailey beside her—yesterday, spent one cosy night together with Dan, Esme, and Farid, and they’d all gotten up ridiculously early and hiked up to Arthur’s Seat.
The views were breathtaking. Alexandria had run simulation after simulation of this day—how the weather would be, how many signs of autumn would be in the air—but now that they were here, she knew she’d never really cared about the weather. They’d gotten a beautiful, crisp, cloudy morning, and, somehow, the view was already filled with the first flushes of autumn. But none of it really mattered.
This day would be perfect no matter the weather.
As Daniel and Esme stepped back, removing the makeshift dressing room they’d created around her, it occurred to Alexandria that she was wearing a dress that wasn’t white and Hailey would be wearing a suit that wasn’t white, and neither of Susan’s children would have white dresses at their weddings.
She wondered whether her mum still cared about that. Susan would probably still have liked to see Alexandria in the traditional white dress. Instead, Alexandria was in a perfect mix of greyish blues that matched the setting and the day and her personality beautifully, and she’d never felt happier.
Daniel grinned at her. “Ready?”
She smiled back at him, her heart pounding, and remembered the slight panic in his eyes when they had been doing this for him, ten months ago. She thought she'd gotten it then, and she had to a degree, but now, she fully understood.
Esme had disappeared off to wrangle Hailey and Alexandria couldn’t wait to see her again when they both turned around, but the reality was that this moment was huge.
For her, the panic and the fear weren’t in not knowing whether she was marrying the right person or doing it the right way, it was in knowing her whole life was about to change. That was scary and exciting and a whole mix of things Alexandria wasn’t sure she’d ever felt before. But she was certain Hailey was her person. Hailey was her love, her life, and the one person she was meant to travel this incredible, hard, amazing road with.
“Ready,” she told Daniel, taking his arm when he offered it.
He was wearing his wedding suit again—red and velvet and soft under her fingers—and Alexandria knew it was as much about that being the night she and Hailey got back together as it was him remembering his own wedding.
They turned and there was Hailey.
All of Alexandria's fear disappeared, replaced with the driving need to be married, the sheer certainty that this was the time and the place and the person. And after, they’d hike back down the hill and get breakfast at their favourite place in the city and they’d be married. Finally.
Their therapist had asked them what they both thought this moment would feel like, what they were expecting from it. Alexandria couldn’t quite recall her answer, but, whatever it was, she knew it wasn’t this. She hadn’t been able to imagine this. This was a once-in-a-lifetime, never had before, remember-for-your-whole-life kind of feeling.
They smiled at each other and walked towards one another, both certain and complete and content. And, when they met in the middle of the space between them, Daniel passed her off to Hailey, and Esme passed Hailey to her, and everything felt right in the world.
They held each other tight, changed direction, and walked together over to Farid. He was smiling so widely it might have been his own wedding day. Alexandria could only imagine how blissful she must look grinning back at him, barely able to take her eyes off Hailey.
They took their places before him, the view of Edinburgh stretching out for as far as the eye could see, while Daniel and Esme stood together behind them, holding hands and tearing up and smiling like they couldn’t hold it in.
“Dearest friends,” Farid started, sounding more emotional than Alexandria had heard him in a long time, “we are gathered here to join Hailey Davis and Alexandria Daley together in matrimony. Today—a day unlike any other—we start the next chapter of a story that has been twenty-five years in the making, and I could not be happier to be here to witness it.”
Farid led them through their vows, and a reading each from Daniel and Esme, he talked about the journey they’d taken to get there, the battle it had been, and how he’d never lost faith that they would find their way back to one another. It was private and personal and perfect, and, if there had been any doubt in Alexandria’s mind that they were doing the right thing by eloping with their three favourite people, it would most certainly have been erased as she listened to his words, to Hailey’s honest, open, beautiful vows, and as she promised herself entirely through her own.
“I will always be the person that answers when you call. I will always be the person that listens when you talk. I will always be the one who cheers loudest for your wins. I will always be the safest place for you to fall when things go wrong. I will cherish this love and the story we’ve written. And I will always be in awe of the life we build together,” they promised each other.
And Alexandria knew they would always be that person for each other.
Farid breathed a laugh. “It has been one hell of a life so far, and I know the rest will only be more beautiful and filled with more love and laughter and life than any of us dreamed possible. And, when the hard times come, I know you will face them together because you’ve already been facing them together, whether you knew it or not. And so, it gives me great honour to—at last—pronounce you The Davis-Daleys. You may kiss your wife.”
Alexandria sobbed as Hailey pulled her in, confident and eager and elated, for their first kiss as wives. It was perfect and dizzying and everything Alexandria had ever hoped the first kiss at her wedding would be. And it was Hailey.
A year ago, she’d been looking down the barrel of thirty-five, their marriage contract burning a hole in her heart and her life, and believing it might never happen for her. Now, she was more than happy to admit she’d been waiting for Hailey, always, and would have kept waiting for however long it took.
They pulled apart and Hailey grinned at her, squeezing her waist as she said, “Mrs. Davis-Daley,” her voice filled with awe and wonder. “I told you I’d see you at our wedding.”
“Mrs. Davis-Daley,” Alexandria said back, equally as astounded and barely registering the clicks of Daniel’s camera. She’d hoped but she’d never quite believed. But here she was, seeing Hailey at their wedding, twenty years later.
The others laughed and cheered.
“It’s so you to be Hailey Daley,” Daniel laughed, Farid agreeing readily.
“I’m not,” Hailey said, pulling Alexandria into her side as she turned to look at her newly minted brother-in-law. “I’m Hailey Davis-Daley.”
“Only because Al thinks ‘Hailey Daley’ is too ridiculous, I’m sure.”
“Maybe.” Hailey laughed and planted a kiss on Alexandria’s cheek.
Alexandria had never been so happy in her life, but she understood Daniel’s other point from his wedding now, too. Their wedding day was for them. It was massive and important and the best day of their lives so far. After a twenty-year engagement, they’d known early on that they were ready, that they wanted to get married before they turned thirty-six, they knew what this day was for them. But she also wanted all of the days to come—the busy days, the mundane days, the happy, sad, ecstatic days. All of them. Because they were the days that made a marriage and that was what she wanted: a marriage with Hailey.
“I like the hyphen,” Esme said, happily watching the two of them. “And hey, you both did it. The Daley siblings both got married and hyphenated their names.”
“Oh, you’re right,” Daniel agreed. “I hadn’t even thought about that. I wonder how Mum and Dad feel about it?”
Alexandria breathed a laugh, snuggling closer to Hailey—her wife—and looking at Daniel. “I think Mum’s cool with it, though I’m sure she’ll be ready to bury us alive when she finds out we eloped instead of having a big wedding. Dad… I’m not sure. He called me last week and said he’d joined an online group for parents of queer kids. I don’t know whether that’s going to turn out well or not, but at least he’s trying, I guess.”
The others nodded. It had taken months for Richard to come around and begin any kind of healing or growth, but in the last two months or so, it seemed to be sticking. Daniel and Alexandria were low-contact with him, their parents were getting divorced, slowly picking apart their lives together, and their mum was finally figuring out just who she was and how she wanted to live her life. It was messy and hard, but that was life, and she and Daniel were hopeful for the future.
They moved to take more photos—Daniel taking the lead with all of his equipment, and packing up the video camera he’d set up for the service—and Alexandria couldn’t believe how lucky she was. Her scared, besotted fifteen-year-old self would never have believed she was actually getting married to Hailey. And it wasn’t just because of a contract. It was because they were more in love than she’d ever believed possible.
“I love you, wife of mine,” Hailey said, pressing their foreheads together just like she’d done at Daniel’s wedding all those months ago.
Alexandria almost melted into a puddle. “I love you too, wife of mine.”
Hailey giggled. “I am never going to get sick of hearing that.
“Me neither.”
“Oh, Hailey, Al, stay exactly there,” Daniel called. “That’s an absolutely perfect shot.”
“Are we giving up correcting him on your name?” Hailey asked, laughing.
Alexandria rolled her eyes. “For today, I suppose. I have far more important things to think about today.”
“Oh, yes? Like how ridiculously gorgeous you’re looking in that dress, Daley?” She wiggled her eyebrows subtly, allowing Alexandria to feel the movement where their heads rested together.
Alexandria’s breath whooshed out of her lungs. Hailey wasn’t playing fair. She knew what that name and that tone did to Alexandria.
She cleared her throat. “I think you’ll find it’s Davis-Daley now, actually.”
“Ah, is that what I’ve got to call you when I’m flirting now?” Hailey asked, grinning.
“I think we both know you can call me whatever the hell you want and I’m here for it.”
Hailey hummed happily. “I think, today, I’m sticking with ‘my wife.’”
Alexandria grinned, biting her lip and feeling on top of the world. “I’m definitely sticking with my wife. For the rest of time,” she said, leaning back to look at her and feeling the soft, tweed suit Hailey had on under her fingertips.
“Good. I waited long enough for you and, while I’d wait until the end of time for you, I much prefer this.”
Alexandria took her wife’s face in her hands, her eyes catching on the rings on her finger, and pulled her in close. “Me too,” she whispered against her lips. 
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