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CHAPTER ONE
 
Piper slid through the crowded bar, weaving between the other patrons in search of the friends she knew were already there. Spotting them didn’t take long once she reached the seating area. They’d clearly arrived hours before she had because they’d managed to secure a high top.
“Piper?” Hermes called as he spotted her through a gap in the crowd.
Piper finally made it to the table and gave the three of them an exhausted look.
“Date went well?” Massima asked, wincing as she leaned across the table towards Piper.
Piper shot her a look. “Yeah, really well. We’re busy making out over dinner right now.”
She laughed.
“What happened?” Hermes asked as Shea jumped out of her seat, gesturing that she was getting Piper a drink.
“Ugh. I don’t know,” Piper said, squeezing Shea’s arm in thanks as she passed by. “Have you ever met someone who is just… painfully bland the second you meet them and it’s clearly not going to get better?”
“That bad, huh?”
There weren’t any spare seats available but Piper sat in Shea’s seat while she was at the bar, mostly to avoid anyone else trying to take it from under them.
“What did she do?” Massima asked. The bisexual neon lights shone in her dark brown eyes as she watched Piper without blinking, clearly eager for the story.
“Nothing,” Piper sighed. “Like, literally nothing. I don’t want to criticize—”
“But do anyway,” Hermes prompted with a laugh.
Piper shook her head. “Well, I think I’d have had a better night if I’d gone out with a cardboard cutout. She didn’t seem nervous or uncomfortable or anything. In fact, she seemed perfectly at ease. She was just at ease saying nothing, doing nothing. I showed up, and she just nodded, and stood there waiting.”
“Wow. Massive NPC energy.”
“Yes!” Piper said, grateful someone got it and gave her the words. “Exactly like that. It was as if I had to do some special task for her to speak to me, but nobody told me what the task was.”
“So, you just left immediately?” Massima asked, fascinated.
“No, no. At first, I did think it was just nerves, so I asked if we should go inside the restaurant.”
“And?”
Piper sighed. “And… despite stating that she’d made the reservation days ago, it turns out, she hadn’t.”
“What?”
“Yep. Got inside and instead of asking for the name the reservation was under, she just stood there, staring at the host.”
“Oh, my god.”
“Exactly. I tried to prompt her and she just looked at me like I was supposed to have made the reservation. Which, like, why would I have done that if we were at a restaurant she said she was booking?”
“I think I’d have left right then,” Hermes said, sipping his brightly-colored cocktail. “If you’re starting out lying, it’s not going to get any better, is it?”
Piper hummed, the sound getting lost in the noise of the bar. “I can tell you that it did not. They didn’t have a table, so we needed to wait at least forty-five minutes. I gave them my name because… I don’t know. It just seemed like the thing to do. So, we went to the bar—and she didn’t say anything.”
“Nothing at all?” Massima asked, her eyes wide.
“Not a damn thing. I asked if she liked lemonade because we had to get something, but the whole situation was a mess. She nodded.” Piper shook her head. “So I ordered two. And, again, she didn’t say a word as we waited for the drinks. Not one, single word. Just leaned against the bar like everything was fine and normal.”
Hermes let out a low whistle. “Wasn’t she talkative when you were texting?”
“Eh. Talkative might be a strong word for it, but communicating. I don’t need much, but I do need my date to talk to me a little, at the very least.”
“The bar is on the floor right there,” Hermes said, waving his drink in Piper’s direction.
“Apparently, still too difficult to reach.”
“So, you left, right?” Massima prompted, leaning even closer to Piper.
“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”
“You stayed?” She stared at Piper in horror.
Piper shrugged. “I thought I should at least try. You know, see if she loosened up when we got the drinks and it was just the two of us. Like, maybe she just couldn’t talk to service workers.”
Hermes shook his head. “A very sweet consideration from you, but the woman was relaxed. There was no sign it was that.”
“I’m an optimist,” Piper offered weakly.
“You’re a glutton for punishment is what you are,” he said, his English accent coming out more strongly, just as it did any time he was stressed or excited.
“Maybe,” she allowed. “But, as I’m sure you can tell, it did not get better. She nodded when I asked if she was enjoying the lemonade, though, to her credit, she did answer direct questions about herself, though her answers were still a little lackluster, and she didn’t ask a single thing about me.”
“So, then you left?” Massima asked.
“Then I left.”
The three of them laughed, mostly relieved.
“Well,” Hermes said, “you lasted a lot longer than the rest of us would have done.”
“What can I say? Dating is a game of survival and I have to stay optimistic or it’s all over.”
Shea reappeared, placing Piper’s drink on the table. Piper moved to stand up, but Shea held her in the seat, insisting that they share the small stool instead. It was crowded, but so was the whole place, and it wasn’t the first time they’d squeezed into a seat together.
“This kind of thing is why I gave up on online dating years ago,” Massima said.
“Yeah, but Piper here is still holding out hope that she’s going to find ‘The One’,” Hermes pointed out.
Shea laughed. “The one for right now is working well for me. Maybe you should give that a try.”
Massima sighed. “Honestly, I kind of wish I could handle friends with benefits. I’d just spend the whole time catching feelings and stressing about who else they were with.”
“Right there with you,” Piper said, shaking her head.
Shea shrugged. “Yeah, I couldn’t care less. So long as we’re being careful and everyone’s getting tested regularly, they can sleep with whoever they want, I can sleep with whoever I want, and we can all have a great time together.”
“Ah,” Massima groaned, throwing her head back. “You make it sound so simple.”
Shea laughed again. “For me, it is, I guess. But I know it’s not for everyone. You can’t force it if it’s not right for you, and we know you’d hate it.”
“Ugh. So true. Why am I so desperate for romance?”
“Hey, you’re not the only one. Piper’s out here trying desperately to find it, while Hermes is holding out hope it’s going to find him.”
Piper groaned. “You’d think after all this searching, something would have found me.”
“And I,” Hermes said, enunciating clearly, “am subscribing to the philosophy that love finds you when you finally stop looking for it.”
“How’s that going for you?” Shea asked, hiding her laughter behind her glass.
“Ugh. You’ll hear about anything relevant when you need to.” He turned his gaze on Piper. “For now, I suppose we will have to content ourselves with imagining whether your date tomorrow is going to be better or worse than tonight’s.”
“Worse,” Shea said immediately. She had no faith at all in the process.
“Oh, no. I’m hoping for better,” Massima said, her brow creasing.
“You always are.”
“Right. Because I believe the one for Piper is out there and she’s got to find them soon.”
“One would think,” Hermes muttered, just a hint of the worry over losing his friends that popped up whenever they had these conversations seeping into his tone.
“Who is it tomorrow?” Shea asked.
Piper shrugged. “Woman, brown hair. That’s really all I know.”
“Oh, it’s one from that app with no pictures and just usernames?” Massima asked excitedly.
“Hummingbird Dating. It is indeed.”
“How are you finding it?” Shea grinned in a way that suggested she’d used it herself, but for nothing too serious.
Piper sighed. It was the latest app she’d tried for dating. She’d been promised it was better than the others because it wasn’t based on pictures and quick bios but on actual interests and real conversational connections. Not to mention the fact that you had to go through a rigorous vetting process to even have an account. However, the three dates she’d had from it so far had turned out equally as badly as any other app she’d used.
Maybe tomorrow’s date would be better.
“Well, isn’t that a glowing reference?” Hermes asked, rolling his eyes. “I’ll rush to sign up, shall I?”
Piper laughed. “Are you giving up on the idea that the right guy will find you?”
“I am not.”
Hermes had used apps a lot when he first moved to the US, and he’d floated the idea of using them again multiple times—mostly sticking to T4T posts so he didn’t have to worry as much about his safety—but he wanted to find someone organically. Even in the modern world when it seemed fewer and fewer of the people they knew had just happened across their partners, he still wanted to believe. Below the layer of sarcasm, he was probably a bigger romantic than Piper, and as big a romantic as Massima.
“You know,” Massima said, looking around the crowded bar, “your person might be right here, right now. You might be like ships, rowing around each other, almost meeting.”
“That’s not how the saying goes,” Hermes pointed out.
“I know, but I just think it makes more sense this way. I refuse to believe you’re ships just passing in the night—”
“Right. That’s more my style,” Shea interjected quickly before taking a sip of her drink.
Piper shot her a smirk before focusing back on Massima, who was watching Hermes intently.
“And, if we go with the idea of planets orbiting each other, that suggests you’ll never meet.”
“Ideally, in that case,” Hermes said, sniffing. “I’m not looking to cause the kind of damage two planets colliding causes.”
“But maybe that would be romantic,” Massima said dreamily. “Like… Romeo and Juliet. Chaos, love, destruction.”
“Not romantic. They both die. The ages are wild. The timeframe is ridiculous. It is not what I’m looking for.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust.
Shea laughed. “A Brit and an Italian fighting it out over Shakespeare.” She paused. “Actually, I’d bet good money Shakespeare would have loved that.”
“Mm. Plus, we’ve got a man and a woman,” Piper said, gesturing between Hermes and Massima. “You know what they say about Shakespeare…”
“That Romeo and Juliet is a tragedy,” Hermes replied pointedly.
Massima waved a hand in his direction. “I’m just saying, the kind of love that destroys the whole world is pretty romantic.”
“Remind me to order a bunker when Massima falls in love,” Shea muttered into Piper’s ear.
“Will do,” Piper whispered back brightly.
Hermes shook his head and leaned into the table. “Anyway. Where is the date tomorrow, Piper?”
“That new café on Maple.”
“Oh, I was just there yesterday,” Shea said. “It’s nice. They’ve got a killer London fog that you’re going to love. You too,” she added, looking at Hermes.
“Hey, just because I’m half British—”
“Yeah, yeah. You love tea. Just accept that you’re a stereotype.”
Hermes scowled. “Anyone who doesn’t love tea is a problem.”
“Thank you,” Shea said, grinning widely. “More coffee for me.”
“I like coffee too.”
“Well,” Piper said, interjecting, “I guess, even if the date is horrifying, I’ll at least get a good drink out of it.”
“Yes, you’ll have to let me know how it is,” Hermes said, ignoring the way Shea grinned at him.
“Absolutely.” Piper laughed. “If the date’s terrible, I’ll just buy you one and bring it over.”
“Deal.” He smirked. “Now, I’m kind of hoping the date is bad.”
“Thank you so much for your support.”
“You’re so welcome.”
“And, if it goes well,” Shea said, nudging Hermes, “I’ll take you to get one.”
“Plying the Brit with tea. How original,” Hermes snarked, but he was smiling with no venom.
“Maybe you can ply me with coffee to even the playing field.”
“Iced coffee. With syrups and whipped cream. You know, if we’re going for the stereotype.”
“Sounds delicious.”
“Of course it does.”
“Maybe you two should go to the café tomorrow—maybe we all should!” Massima said. “That way, if Piper’s date is going badly again, she’ll have an easy out and her friends nearby.”
Piper laughed. “No, thank you. I appreciate the thought, but I don’t love the idea of you all watching me on a first date.”
“Why not?” Shea asked, grinning innocently.
Piper shot her a look. “Do you enjoy going on dates with an audience?”
“Not really my thing, but maybe it would work for you.”
“I can promise it would not.” Piper shook her head. “We can all go when I’m not on a date.”
“Yeah, okay, that’s fair,” Massima agreed as Shea just smirked. “I’m still holding out hope that tomorrow will be the good one. I have a great feeling about it.”
“Fantastic,” Piper said, smiling at her. “If you want to manifest that for me, I’m totally in favor. At this point, I’ll take all the help I can get.”
Massima held her glass up in a toast. “To Piper. And to her date tomorrow being a million times better than the one today and leading to something wonderful.”
The others held their glasses up too and said, “To Piper!”
Piper shook her head but joined in. No matter how badly her dates went, she was always glad she had this group to come home to. And, while she wasn’t feeling as optimistic about tomorrow as Massima clearly was, she’d take all of the good energy and belief she could get. After all, it only had to go right one time. Surely, that wasn’t too much to ask for? 



CHAPTER TWO
 
“August?” the deep voice of August’s brother called as she let herself into her apartment.
“Hey, Ford,” she called back, stripping off her coat, scarf, and hat. “Everything’s still great over at your place, huh?”
He groaned and stepped into view—a slender, but tall man whose build tended to surprise people slightly if they heard him speak first. Although, he was so pale that some people were still surprised. Though, that was less about his voice not matching his build. And August wasn’t much better, but she at least had a slightly warmer complexion than Ford had.
August smiled. “Ah. Really good.”
He winced. “If I make dinner, can I stay here again tonight?”
She laughed. “You can stay even if you don’t make dinner.”
“No, no. I need to pay you back.”
“Dude, you’re a student, working a rough job, and choosing to sleep on your sister’s couch because your apartment is a wreck. You can just relax. I know how to cook.”
“I’m in culinary school. Cooking is what I do.”
“Literally what you do. And what your roommates are trying to get you to do constantly. I’m an adult. I can make food. Or order it, it is Friday night, after all.”
Ford dropped himself onto August’s couch. It pulled out into a bed, but she doubted it was all that comfortable unless you were a child. If, like Ford, you were a twenty-seven-year-old man who worked four nights a week in a diner while being in culinary school, it was unlikely to give you the rest you needed.
“Maybe I should have just stuck with my security job and never gone back to school. At least I liked my previous roommates,” he said, letting his head fall back.
“Nah,” August said, heading for the kitchen. “You hated that job, and you live for cooking. It’ll be worth it in the end.”
“Eh. If I lived for cooking, maybe I wouldn’t be so annoyed by my roommates demanding I make every meal of the day.”
“You can be…” August cast around for the name of a famous chef. “Um. Gordon Ramsey. You can be Gordon Ramsey and still be sick of everyone demanding food from you.”
“Weird pick,” Ford said, appearing in the kitchen. “He’s kind of famous for being annoyed with everyone.”
“Yeah, but he really loves food. So he’s a great example of loving food but hating people demanding it from you.”
Ford laughed and shook his head. “You might need to brush up on your Gordon Ramsey trivia, but I see your point.”
She shot him a look, setting about finishing up the drinks he’d been working on—fresh hot chocolate. Given that she was home so late, he’d guessed her arrival time bizarrely well.
She looked at the ingredients he’d been pulling out but hadn’t started anything with. He was an incredible chef. August had been delighted when he’d upped and decided he was ready to go to college—so long as it was culinary school—even though their parents weren’t convinced. But, no matter how talented he was, even chefs deserved a treat sometimes.
“What are you thinking?” Ford asked, watching her stare at the crowded worktop.
August grinned. “That we’re ordering in.”
“That’s really not necessary. I can cook. You’re letting me stay. Again. It’s the least I can do.”
“You’re sleeping on my couch. The least I can do is order you a decent meal.”
“I can make a decent meal.”
“Believe me, I know.” She shook her head. “Just think of it as… research.”
Ford laughed, some of the tension he’d been holding in his face relaxing. “Research?”
“Mm. Yes. Research is important. Gotta stay on top of what everyone else is up to.”
He shook his head, amused. “Fine. I give. And, you know, there is a truffle risotto from this place not too far away that I’ve been dying to try…”
“You got it,” August said, ladling the thick, creamy hot chocolate from the pot into the two waiting mugs. She unlocked her phone and tossed it at Ford. “Here. You can start the order.”
“I can pay—”
“Ha. No. I’m not taking money from a student whose roommates believe is required to provide and cook food for the whole apartment.”
“Oh, but if I had normal roommates, you’d be totally chill taking money from a student?”
“Yeah, you know what I’m like. Brutal. All those kids out there, studying, rolling in money. They really should be providing for us operations managers more.”
Ford laughed. Now that he was here and relaxing, it was obvious how exhausted the poor guy was. Not for the first time, August started wondering whether she should be looking for a bigger apartment, something with two bedrooms so Ford could move in and have somewhere safe to land at the end of each day.
The one time she’d floated the idea, though, he’d been insistent that he wanted to do this on his own. She was sure their parents’ questions about whether he could really make the culinary thing work, and whether he wouldn’t be better off in business or law, had influenced his desire to prove himself, but August didn’t need him proving himself to her. She already believed in him. She knew how much he was doing, and she worried it was going to burn him out.
At the very least, he needed new roommates. The three he’d ended up with had seemed great at first but were turning into a real nightmare. Truly, the only real benefit of that place was its relative proximity to his school and job.
August carried their drinks back around the corner into the living room, placing them on the tiny coffee table. She looked at the couch, thinking. If Ford felt forced to show up at her place after work again next week, she’d start apartment hunting. The situation at his place should not be so bad that he felt the best option after clocking out at four in the morning was trekking to her place rather than heading home.
“Here,” he said, handing her phone back. “There’s a bunch of options I think you’ll like.”
He wasn’t wrong.
August scrolled the menu, whittling down the various risotto flavors until she picked the one she most wanted to try. Then, without saying anything, she scrolled to the desserts and ordered two servings of peach cobbler with ice cream—Ford’s favorite.
She placed the order and put her phone down, examining Ford, who seemed to be falling apart before her eyes. “Dude, when was the last time you slept?”
He shot her a serious look. “Wednesday morning? I think.”
“Ford…”
“I know, I know. But I had a test I needed to study for, a pastry practical, work, and it was Holly’s birthday and the apartment wanted a cake and a meal and everything to celebrate.”
Ford had spent his whole life with people telling him he needed to learn to say no. It wasn’t helpful or productive for August to remind him he could have refused—at least where his roommates were concerned.
Instead, she moved to place his hot chocolate into his cupped hands. “You should stay here this weekend.”
“I don’t want to intrude too much,” he said, yawning. “And I have work tomorrow night.”
“What time?”
“Ten. Until four a.m.”
“I’ll drive you. And pick you up after.”
“You don’t have to do that. You’ll be asleep.”
“You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not my mom.”
He laughed. “Yeah. Pretty sure that would be physically impossible.”
“Hey, look at how much they’re teaching you at that fancy school.”
“Hilarious. Really, though—”
“It’s fine. I’m doing it. I have something early afternoon, but I’m completely free otherwise.”
He perked up as he sipped his hot chocolate. “What’re you up to?”
August breathed a laugh. She should have known he’d pick up on the slightly loaded tone in her voice. “Uh. A date.”
“What?”
She nodded. “A date.”
“You’re finally dating again?”
“I guess so.”
He let out a low whistle. “Wow. Congrats. How did that happen?”
August rolled her eyes as she sipped her drink, grateful for the warm richness of it in contrast to the frosty, January night outside. “Měilíng—who has forever been against dating apps—heard about this one called Hummingbird from like five people she knows, and they all had success with it, so she joined. She’s been decidedly not dating longer than I have. But she liked it.”
“Okay. Why?”
“It’s pretty anonymous while you’re talking. You have to get checked officially when you sign up, but when you build your account, there are no photos, it’s all based on real, actual answers to questions, and it matches based on shared values and interests. That whole thing.”
“Fair. I can see that. I mean, if it got you and Měilíng back into dating, that’s an incredibly high recommendation.”
August laughed. “Well, I haven’t gone on any dates yet.”
“But Měilíng has?” he asked, twisting in his seat, absolutely fascinated.
“Mm. Yeah, one so far.”
“And? How’d it go?”
“Fantastically. She adores him and they’ve already gone on multiple dates.”
“So, pretty promising then,” Ford laughed. “Wow. You’re actually getting back out there. Dating.”
“Yeah, yeah. It’s not a big deal.”
He smiled. “I’m happy for you.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself. The date hasn’t happened yet. It might suck. And, even if it doesn’t, it’s hardly like I’m headed down the aisle.”
“Never say never.”
She shot him a look. “I am never heading down the aisle after one date.”
Ford laughed. “Fair enough. But, you know, don’t limit yourself.”
“Can you imagine any world in which you marry someone after a few fairly anonymous conversations and one actual date?”
He sipped his drink slowly. “Well, no. But still. I’m busy. Don’t limit yourself.”
“Unbelievable,” August muttered, shaking her head. “I really am just looking to test out the waters. It’s time, I guess.”
“Plus, it might stop your colleagues from inviting you to those dinners that are obviously weird singles’ nights hosted by a married couple.”
August raised her mug in cheers. “One can only hope. Their hearts are in the right place, but one more night of speed dating at their dining table really might have me losing their numbers.”
“As if they wouldn’t bring the party to you. They’re just one of those couples.”
“Which couples?”
“The ‘sickeningly happy, believe that’s out there for everyone else too’ couples.”
“Oh, watch yourself, Fordy. You’re starting to sound bitter. Too young for that.”
“You’re not that much older,” he protested, “and you do that all the time.”
“Yeah, older siblings are just like that.”
“The double standards.”
“Dude. I’m a woman. And an eldest daughter.”
He froze, her words sinking in. “Okay. Fair play. But still, if I have to believe in romance, so do you.”
“Oh, I believe in it. I just believe people use it to break you.”
“Yeah… Good luck to your date.”
“Hey!” She whacked his free arm playfully. “I’m a catch.”
“Sure you are.”
“Do you want to sleep on the floor tonight?”
He laughed brightly. “As if you’d stay up checking that I didn’t move to the couch.”
“Eh. Not wrong. Nobody has time for that.”
Ford paused for a moment before looking seriously at August. “Seriously, though, I’m happy for you. You deserve to be happy.”
August scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Cheers, bro.”
“Ugh. I’m just saying. It’s been a minute and you deserve good things.”
August smiled softly. It had been more than a minute. She’d been off the dating scene for years now—ever since she’d taken her girlfriend to a holiday party at work. She’d been so happy to have gotten a job as an operations manager at a production company and it was her first big event with her new colleagues. She’d thought the night was going great, that she was making connections and having fun. Then, she’d exited the bathroom to find her girlfriend talking in a corner to a couple of her colleagues. The girlfriend had been drunk enough to admit that she wasn’t really into August anymore but was interested in the movie connections she could make through August. After struggling through the rest of the evening without causing a scene, August had quickly called the whole relationship off and stepped back from dating.
At first, she’d thought it would just be a short break, but, as time passed, it became longer and longer, and August had felt more and more like she couldn’t trust anyone not to be using her for industry connections. It had just been easier to leave that aside while she climbed the professional ladder. Now, she was older, wiser, and professionally fulfilled. And she started thinking it might be nice to share that with someone. So, when Měilíng had told her about the app, and her own position on dating, August had agreed. She still wasn’t certain it was a great idea, but at least she could say she’d tried it.
August nudged Ford. “How nice it would be if you weren’t too busy to date and I could just be grilling you on your love life instead. Isn’t that what older relatives are supposed to do?”
He gave her a wild look. “You’re not quite that old. Calm down.”
“Oh, you don’t want me asking who you’re courting?”
“Ew. Never say that word to me again.”
“What’s wrong with courting? It’s cute.”
“It’s ancient.”
“Eh.”
“You don’t court people these days, and you know it.” He shook his head. “You have the talking stage.”
August raised her eyebrows. “Oh? Are you in the talking stage with anyone?”
“Tell me when I’d have time?”
“Yeah, okay. But maybe it could be someone who works the same shifts as you. That’d be cute.”
“You’ve been watching too many romantic movies. Good thing you’re getting back out there.” He shot her a dark look. “Mom will be ecstatic.”
She frowned. “I’m not telling her anything. Not until there’s anything worth telling, at least.”
“Maybe they’ll run into you while you’re out on your date.”
“Somehow, I don’t think Mom and Dad are going to be swinging by that new café on Maple any time soon.”
“That’s where your date is?”
“Yes. And no, you can’t come by while it’s happening.”
“It’s a free country. How’re you gonna stop me?”
“With hollow threats.”
He chuckled. “You’re just lucky I have studying to do tomorrow.”
“Truly, I have been blessed by the homework gods.”
“Wish they’d bless me.”
“Maybe I’ll bring you something back. That’s blessing enough.”
“Yeah, you’d better.”
August laughed and checked her phone, keeping track of their order. They both knew she’d bring Ford something home tomorrow, but she was glad to see he’d relaxed enough to be snarky about it, rather than worriedly telling her she didn’t need to go out of her way for him. She was glad the poor guy had brought himself to her apartment. He was in desperate need of some good sleep and a little looking after.
Maybe some people could go to their parents for that kind of thing—college students especially—but that wasn’t an option for Ford. Their parents cared but in a… controlling kind of way, and they’d made their stance on Ford’s choices perfectly clear. It was better he was here. August could look after him without overwhelming him, and he could… hype her up for a date she feared was going to be a disaster. Just standard sibling stuff.



CHAPTER THREE
 
Piper checked her phone as she approached Bellham’s Café. Perfectly on time. No messages from her date. Everything was good.
The place was gorgeous. Even in the freezing weather, a cozy glow emitted from inside, and lit up the box planters out front. Inside was even better. The undulating wooden ceiling, made from warm-toned slats, was one of the coolest ceilings Piper had ever seen.
She paused, moving out of the doorway, and glanced around. When you were meeting someone for dinner or a movie, it was pretty clear what the etiquette was—you waited at the bar or outside the theater for them to show up. When you were getting coffee, the rules were off. There were no rules about waiting for your whole party to arrive before being seated. There was no clear answer on whether it was expected that you’d get a drink and wait for them, or wait for them and then get drinks together.
That was also the moment Piper realized she should have asked more identifying questions. ‘A woman with brown hair’ narrowed down nothing. Even after a couple of dates, she was so used to dating apps where you could see the person’s photos that she kept forgetting what it would be like to try meeting someone with no clue how to identify them.
Rather than simply loitering by the door, Piper joined the line at the counter. There were far too many brunette women in the place for her to have any guesses on which one she was supposed to be meeting—and, of course, it could be none of them.
She pulled out her phone and opened the app. Hey! Just got here and realized we didn’t figure out a way to identify each other! Just waiting to order. If you’re here, I’m in a tan coat and red beret. Let me know if I can get you anything!
Piper had been on more than enough dates to not be nervous before them anymore. After a parade of terrible dates, she found there was no use in getting nervous and more use in assuming the worst and hoping for the best.
She sent the message and almost immediately heard a ping.
“Well, that was convenient,” she said to the woman in front of her in line, from whose pocket the app’s familiar ping had sounded.
The woman turned around with a questioning expression. Her brown, wavy hair was cut asymmetrically and brushed back in a way that looked as though she’d casually run a hand through it but that could actually have taken half an hour of styling.
“I guess you don’t need my description of what I’m wearing now,” Piper said with a smile.
The woman narrowed her eyes. “It’s you?”
“Well, I just sent a message and you just dinged, so…”
“Wow. Sorry. I was just expecting… I don’t know what I was expecting. I don’t do this a lot.” She frowned. “Sorry.”
Piper laughed. “Don’t worry. I do it all the time and this is already going a lot better than most of them.”
She winced. “That good, huh? Maybe I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be talked into getting back on the dating scene.”
“Oh, don’t worry. Even if it goes terribly, you end up with great stories to tell your friends, family, random strangers at the doctor’s office.”
“That something you do a lot, is it? Tell strangers your dating mishaps?”
Piper grinned. “Oh, far more often than you’d think. Really raises the tone of a gathering.”
She laughed, the sound warm and full. “I can only imagine.”
“Want me to go back out and re-enter in a more memorable way so you’ll have a good story for the strangers?”
“Oh, I don’t know. This feels pretty memorable so far.”
“Indeed, but is it the kind of memorable that’s going to bond you with a bunch of strangers who are either going through the same thing and grateful they’re not alone, or sitting there smug because they’re off the market and feeling great they’re not in your shoes?”
“Oh. Ouch. So, you’ve had some rough dates?”
“The last one said she was booking the restaurant, didn’t, and just stood looking at me, silently, when we walked up to the host at the restaurant she was supposed to book.”
She stared at Piper with wide eyes. “She didn’t say anything? Didn’t warn you?”
“Nope. Honestly, across the entire date, I could probably count the number of things she said on my fingers.”
“I’m guessing it wasn’t a five-minute date.”
“It was not.”
“Wow.” She nodded slowly. “Okay, yeah, this is already a million times better than that and, I guess, isn’t going to get me any points at the doctor’s office.”
Piper smirked. “Am I sad about that? I don’t think so.”
A smile broke out on her face, moving in a way that made it feel like she was a flower blooming, each part of her face lifting and brightening until she was radiant, with a row of perfect, white teeth on display. “I can see that. Can’t say I’m sad I won’t be the villain of the piece at your next checkup either.”
“Oh, you should be. I’ve got a dental appointment next week and you could have been the star. Got to give them a good performance so they forget to ask me if I’ve been using their recommended toothpaste.”
“I’m guessing you haven’t?”
“No. Can’t stand the stuff. Weird aftertaste. I’m sticking with my usual. Seems to have served  me well so far.”
She looked pointedly at Piper’s mouth and, for one second, Piper’s stomach jolted. The move felt forward and flirtatious, and Piper felt interested. It almost felt too much for a café, even if she had started it and knew it wasn’t anything salacious.
“Seems like it’s serving you very well,” the woman said.
Piper felt herself blush. It had been a long time since she’d blushed on a date, and she’d never done it so early on. “Thank you very much. My friends aren’t going to know what to do with themselves when I tell them about this introduction. They were expecting terrible things from an app with this level of anonymity.”
She nodded. “Honestly? Me too.”
Piper laughed. “Yeah, fair.”
She laughed and moved forward in line. “So, since we’re talking about it, is this a good time to introduce ourselves?”
“It does rather seem like the thing to do, doesn’t it?”
“Maybe just a little. While there’s a case to be made for the mystique of not knowing, I think this whole thing might go better if we do.”
Piper grinned. “Piper Sutton.”
“August Carmichael. Nice to meet you.”
“August is a cool name,” Piper said, watching as the person in front of August placed their order. She didn’t have time to ask a lot of questions before ordering was going to interrupt the flow of their conversation.
August laughed. “Thanks. My name’s actually Augusta, after my grandmother, but that just didn’t feel very… me. August, however, I could get on board with.”
Piper frowned. “Your parents introduced you as a baby as Augusta?”
“Yes.”
“Wow. Augusta Carmichael. Grand name for a toddler.”
“Hey,” August said, shuffling to the counter, “I got off lightly compared to my brother.”
Piper bit back the question—the demand, almost—to know what August’s brother was called. The barista had turned and was asking August what she wanted. Piper absolutely couldn’t keep the whole place waiting just because she wanted to know what the rest of that sibling set was.
August ordered a cappuccino and Piper smiled. She was entitled to get whatever she wanted, but Piper knew that if she wasn’t feeling a date, she’d get a smaller drink. It was a good sign.
In truth, it wasn’t just August’s name that was cool. She was the coolest person Piper had ever met through online dating. And she was definitely an August, not an Augusta—Piper could already tell. She’d never given much thought to either name before, but, as she watched August paying, it was suddenly very clear to her that those were two completely different people.
“Cinnamon latte, please,” Piper said as she took her turn stepping up to the counter. And, as soon as the barista didn’t have any other questions for her, she turned to look at August. “What’s his name?”
August grinned. “Buford. After our great-grandfather.”
Piper grimaced. “Yeah, okay. That is an old name. Don’t meet a lot of Bufords these days.”
“Or a lot of Augustas.”
“Yeah… Your family is all about those honor names, huh?”
“Just a little,” she said, leaning against the pickup counter with one hand. She might just have been the coolest person Piper had ever met.
“August and Ford rather than Augusta and Buford. Yeah, you sound a lot younger in the former.”
August laughed. “Thank god for that, hey? You’d never have agreed to this date if you knew my name was Augusta.”
“What?” Piper looked at her with wide eyes. “Yes, I would.”
“Oh, you’re into GILFs, are you?”
“Oh, my god. No. I am not. But I still would have agreed to this date.”
“You would not,” she insisted with a laugh. “Ford got dumped once when someone found out his actual name. Believe me, I know how these things go.”
“Hey, your name could be the rarest, most unusual, most Victorian name in existence, and I’d still be here.”
“That’s a pretty big claim, Ms. Sutton.”
Piper stepped a little closer, her coat almost like a barrier between the two of them and the world. This was the best date opener she’d had in some time and she wasn’t letting it go to waste. “I know your name now, and I’m still here.”
August narrowed her eyes slightly, but straightened up, acquiescing. “Yeah, okay, I’ll give you that. Ford will be so proud.”
Piper laughed. “Hey, the jury’s still out on him.”
“I think you’d like him. Or, I guess, I think he’d like you. I don’t know you well enough to say what you’d like, but, honestly, I think you’d enjoy him.”
Piper smiled. It was clear August loved her brother and the two of them were close. It was sweet. “You two have a good relationship,” she observed, more a prompt than a question.
“Yeah,” August said softly as her drink was deposited on the counter. “He’s my little brother and I worry about him, but he’s a great guy. Hell of a chef.”
“Oh, cool. Is that what he does?”
“Culinary school, part-time chef at a diner, and apparent in-home caterer, if you ask his roommates.”
Piper winced at the slightly bitter tone in August’s voice. “Ah. Shared living. Tricky.”
“Yeah, I’m glad I live alone. Except when Ford is crashing.”
Piper nodded, picking up her own drink from the counter. “I can imagine. I live with someone, but she’s one of my best friends and we choose to live together. It’s a little different than roommates in college.”
“Yeah. I don’t miss those days.” August laughed and nodded towards two free seats at the window bar. “Should we?”
“Absolutely,” Piper said before she turned around to see a woman with long, flowing brown hair, stepping through the door with an expectant expression.
And she immediately locked eyes with Piper.
She started striding over to Piper, looking pointedly at the mug she was holding.
In her peripheral vision, Piper realized August had stopped moving towards the seats she’d pointed to.
“That’s not my Americano,” the woman said, stopping in front of Piper.
“No?” Piper said, furrowing her brow.
“Are you still waiting for it?”
“Sorry, who are yo—”
“Tan coat, red beret. You’re the only one in here with those things, so…”
Piper stared. The thoughts racing through her brain didn’t make any sense. It took her longer than it should have to realize those were the words she’d sent to her mystery date. But August’s phone had beeped exactly as she shared the message. How could someone else in the same café have gotten a message from the exact app Piper was using right as she sent it?
“Oh,” she whispered, stunned.
The woman stared at Piper. “So? Are you still waiting for my drink?”
“I haven’t ordered it yet.” Coming up with something smoother would have required Piper to be in a less confused state.
Seriously, how was it that she’d happened upon someone else having a date there right at the same moment she was?
The brunette rolled her eyes. “I’ll just get it. You get a table. I don’t want to sit at that weird bar in the window.”
“Okay.” Piper turned slowly towards August. “I think you should, uh, check your messages.”
August frowned like she, too, understood what was happening but didn’t understand quite how it was. Still, she pulled her phone out and tapped away at it for a moment. “Ah.”
“News from someone who isn’t me?”
August winced. “Yeah. My date is late. And not wearing a tan coat and red beret…”
“That tracks,” Piper said, shaking her head.
Of course it had been too good to be true. She never had managed to book herself an actually great date. And, now that her real date was here, she figured it would be rude to call the whole thing off. She at least had to try. She couldn’t just be attracted to people she hadn’t matched with and wasn’t supposed to be on a date with while ignoring the person she had matched with and agreed to meet.
August cleared her throat. “I guess there’s a benefit to using apps with pictures after all.”
Piper laughed, a little awkwardly. “I guess so.” She glanced back at her actual date, who was ordering. “Well, good luck, I suppose? It was nice meeting you.”
August nodded towards Piper’s date. “You too. Have fun.”
Piper smiled and headed off to find a table. Her date had seemed sweet over messages. She hadn’t been expecting the energy she’d been greeted with. Although, if she’d arrived to find her date not expecting her and chatting to another woman, she’d probably have been a little cold, too.
She found a small table squeezed between someone on a laptop and a couple with young twins, wearing adorable coordinating pink and yellow hats to help identify them.
“Ugh. This place is so busy,” Piper’s date said, looking around with a grumpy expression.
“Well, you know, it’s new and a Saturday. These things happen,” Piper replied softly. “I’m still glad to meet you.”
She sucked in a breath and plastered on a sickly smile. “Yes. I suppose that’s true. We’re here now.”
“So, should we do introductions?”
She laughed. “No. Thank you. I use Hummingbird precisely for the anonymity.”
“Oh.” Piper frowned. When they’d been messaging, she hadn’t given the slightest inclination she was looking for a quick, anonymous hookup. Piper didn’t have anything against that as an approach, but it wasn’t what she was interested in, so she never would have agreed to the date if she’d known. “I think I might be a disappointment if that’s what you’re after…”
The woman stared. “You aren’t doing the same thing?”
“No?”
“It’s an anonymous app. Isn’t that kind of the whole point? A little bit of fun, no strings, no names, no way to trace or track or get involved in each other’s lives.”
“I guess that’s one way to use it, but, yeah, no, that’s not really my thing. At this point in my life, I’m looking for something a bit more serious.” Piper glanced at the children at the next table, ensuring they weren’t overhearing the conversation.
She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe this is happening again.”
“Not your first time, huh?”
“No. You’re like the third woman who hasn’t been interested as soon as we meet. At first, I thought this was exactly what I wanted. Now, this? I don’t get it. When did everyone become so serious and boring?”
Piper pursed her lips for a moment. “Do you want my opinion?”
“Please. I can’t keep doing this. I don’t have time to waste on people who aren’t interested.”
Piper really couldn’t fathom how she’d seemed so different in their messages. If she didn’t know better, she’d think it had been a completely different woman she’d been talking to. “Your messages… they don’t give the impression that you’re after a quick… fling.”
She frowned. “It’s just conversation, isn’t it? Seeing if you get along. What difference does it make?”
“Well…” Piper didn’t want to just outwardly say that she seemed like a completely different person in real life. “Well, it’s just that the other person is probably checking whether you get along for dating. If you don’t say outright that it’s not that, I don’t think you’re on the same page and you end up here.”
“Ugh. I hate having to spell things out. Why can’t we just be on the same page? It’s literally anonymous. What else would I be using it for?”
“Well, your call. I can’t tell you what to do.”
She sipped her drink. “So, you’re not interested in hooking up right now?”
Piper saw the guy closest to them whip his head in their direction before checking that his children didn’t hear. “Not for me, sorry. I’m sure you’re lovely and it would be fun, but not for me.”
“Fine. Well, I’m gonna take off then, if that’s okay?”
“Absolutely. And, maybe think about mentioning it next time? To save you… wasting time again?”
“Eh. Maybe.” She paused. “Your hat looks good, by the way.”
Piper laughed in surprise. “Thank you.”
She nodded, picked up her cup, downed her drink, and twirled before striding off towards the door.
“Well, that was interesting,” Piper muttered to herself out loud.
“Dating, huh?” the guy from the next table said.
His husband laughed and leaned around him to look at Piper. “It took us a few attempts too. You’ll get there.”
“Thank you,” Piper said with an embarrassed laugh.
“Get where, Daddy?” the twin in the yellow hat asked.
“All the way to the moon,” he said, standing up and lifting her into the air. “Should we get some cake as a little treat?”
“Yes,” she squealed happily, gripping tight onto him.
Piper watched them walk to the counter and her eyes fell past them towards the window seat she’d almost been occupying. August was looking up at a woman who had just arrived. Black coat, Fair Isle hat. 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
“Yeah, it’s a lot of logistics—finances, planning, that kind of thing—but I love it,” August said with a smile.
“That’s great,” Rhiannon said.
She was sweet but polite. Nice. She was very pretty too. And yet… August just was not feeling that spark. She’d known it was a risk in these situations. In truth, this had been her best hope for the date—someone who showed up, was lovely, and with whom she could have a nice chat and a coffee. She hadn’t been expecting sparks flying or a lasting relationship, not from her first date. She’d only been hoping not to get stood up or stuck with someone awful.
And yet, it was still a little bit sad.
There was something so vulnerable about putting yourself out there, being so open about the fact that you wanted love, that you were ready to try again, and in the way your brain tried to be realistic but your heart just wanted to be loved. For it not to stick on the first try was normal but still disheartening. It highlighted how rare and magical it was to find someone who just… set your world on fire. And how many attempts it took to find that.
“How about you?” she asked Rhiannon. “Do you like your job?”
“Eh. It’s okay. Pays the bills. I’m more of a… free spirit, I guess? But, you know, you do what you have to to survive,” she said, tilting her head and widening her eyes.
August smiled warmly. “That’s great. Tell me about your life outside of work then.”
“Now that, I can talk about.” She laughed and a wide grin settled on her face as she spoke. “I’m really into van life. I saw it on social media first and just… got fully drawn in. The freedom, the adventure, the opportunity to take my dogs with me… It just felt perfect. So, you know, I bought an old school bus and I’m working on converting it. A couple of friends are helping, and one of them is probably going to come traveling with me quite a bit.”
“Where’s up first?”
Rhiannon laughed. “Probably just the surrounding states. You know, check it out, make sure everything is working and how I need it. I’m good with rugged living, though, so I’m sure it’ll be fine. But, after that, I’ve got big plans.”
“You’re a better woman than I am. I don’t know that I’m very suited to ruggedness.”
“Yeah.” She sighed. “It’s not for everyone.”
August nodded and she knew they were both on the same page. This was nice, they could chat, get to know each other, but it wasn’t going any further. They were different people and the spark wasn’t there to try meeting in the middle. Even if it had been, August doubted either of them would be happy long-term if they were constantly trying to meet in the middle. They wanted fundamentally different lives.
But that made things easier. While sad that they weren’t a good fit, it was infinitely better when they both knew that, rather than when one of them was into it and the other realized it would never work.
“So…” Rhiannon said, the mood between them slightly awkward now. “Do you… do this often?”
August breathed a laugh. “This is my first time, actually.”
“Oh, wow. A rookie.”
“I’m guessing you’re not?”
“Nah. This is my fourth date this month.”
“Ah.”
“Yeah. Although, one of them went so badly in the first five minutes that I said I was going to the bathroom and just fled out the back of the restaurant.”
“Oh, no!” August looked at her with wide eyes.
“Eh, it happens. I’ve just done this enough to not stick around when it’s going like that.” She shot August a look. “Go on enough of these and you’ll see.”
“Can’t say I’m looking forward to that.”
“Nobody ever is, but maybe you get a good story out of it.”
August hummed. She’d heard that sentiment a lot lately. Against her better judgment, she glanced across the coffee shop.
It took a second, but there, between an adorably rambunctious family and someone on a laptop—headphones in like they were pretending to be anywhere but here—was Piper. Alone.
August schooled her expression and tried to casually glance around the café. There was no sign of the woman who had been Piper’s date.
She glanced back at Piper, who looked up, met her eyes, half smiled, and raised her coffee in silent cheers.
Maybe August’s date was going better than Piper’s was. Piper’s might just be another story for the dentist’s office.
August looked back at her date and resumed the small talk as they both drained their coffees.
By the time both cups were empty, August felt like they’d both talked a lot, but that they knew very little that felt real about each other. The conversation hadn’t been unpleasant, but they’d known they wouldn’t be seeing each other again, and they’d simply been filling time.
Rhiannon stood up, pulling her coat and hat back on. “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you—and getting to be your first online date.”
August laughed lightly. “You too. Thanks for going easy on me.”
She gripped August’s shoulders and pressed a quick kiss to her cheek, barely touching the skin. “Take care of yourself, August. I know you’ll find the right one. You’re a good date.”
“Thanks. You too. And, good luck with the van.”
“You can follow along on Instagram if you like. But try not to get too jealous of my amazing life.”
“I will do my best.”
She laughed and headed for the door.
August supposed she should have done the same. Instead, she found herself glancing back towards where Piper had been sitting. She was still there, now nursing a different cup and reading a book she’d presumably been carrying in her bag.
Making a decision, August headed back to the counter. It wasn’t as busy in the café with the midafternoon lull, so she was served immediately, and quickly found herself walking over to Piper’s table carrying another cappuccino and a small plate with a brownie and a cookie on it.
“Do you carry a book in case your date is really boring and you need a nonverbal way to signal that they should leave?” she asked as she placed the items on Piper’s table and sat down. The family had left, but the laptop person was still tapping away at the side of them.
Piper looked up laughing. “No, but I’ll definitely try that next time.”
“I’m sure it would make for a good story.”
“I don’t doubt it.” She shook her head as she slid a receipt between the pages she’d been reading and put the book back in her bag. “I bring it just in case I get stood up. Looks a lot less like I was waiting for someone. Plus, then I get a lovely afternoon with a book.”
August nodded. “I’ll remember that tip for next time.”
“Do,” she said, nodding and amused.
“So. I wasn’t sure what you liked, but I figured you’d probably be on board with either a brownie or a cookie.”
“Ooh, brownie. I’m all about death by chocolate this afternoon.” She tilted her half-empty cup towards August, revealing she’d switched from coffee to hot chocolate.
“An excellent choice.”
“Glad we’re on the same page.”
August smiled and turned the plate so the brownie was facing Piper. “Have at it.”
“Thank you,” she said with a genuine smile. “So, how was the date?”
August scrunched her nose. “Okay. We won’t be seeing each other again, but I’m guessing it was better than yours.”
“Oh, was it obvious we wouldn’t be seeing one another again?”
August laughed. “Maybe a touch. Do you want to talk about it?”
“Eh, you know the story. Girl meets girl through anonymous dating app, girl is looking for something lasting, other girl is using the anonymity for quick hookups…”
“Ah.”
“Indeed.”
“I’m sorry.”
Piper shook her head. “It’s not a big deal. She was nice enough—I mean, obviously, or we wouldn’t have even gotten to the meeting in person stage—but we were in the market for very different things. No shame in that.”
“Some shame in her not telling you that ahead of time.”
Piper bobbed her head from side to side as she chewed on a bite of the brownie. “Maybe. I mean, that would have saved us both some time, but I guess I can’t fault her for thinking other people on an anonymous app might be looking for the same thing.”
“Still, though, nice to be clear upfront.” August hesitated. “I suppose that’s another thing I should add to my list of questions to ask before I agree to meet anyone in person.”
“Mm. Yeah. I think I’ll be asking that one myself moving forward.” She watched August speculatively as she took a sip of her drink. “So, looking forward to doing it all again?”
“Ha. No. Not really.” She sighed. “Well, not no, but…”
“It’s complicated.”
“Yeah, exactly. You never know how it’s going to go, there’s so many things to consider… and…”
Piper tilted her head, leaning a little closer over the small table. “And what?”
August looked at her, wrinkling her nose. “Ugh. It’s embarrassing, but I guess I’m a bit of a romantic.”
Piper smiled, breathing a soft laugh. “Yeah, I get that. The hope that something magical will happen, the slight dismay over how clinical it all becomes?”
“Yeah…” August was blown away by the fact that Piper just seemed to get it. Maybe it wasn’t silly that she felt that way, maybe it was okay that she did.
“I wish I could tell you it stops feeling like that, but it, kind of… doesn’t.”
August laughed. “Good to know.”
“Sorry. I mean, maybe it does when you find something lasting. Then, it might all feel wonderful, but I wouldn’t know. I’ll keep you posted.”
“It’s okay. It is what it is.” She hesitated, snapping the cookie in half and chewing her lip. “You know, it’s easier with you here. That probably sounds weird.”
“I’m good with weird.”
“Well, I know we mistook each other for our dates, and that should have been awkward, but it’s like a bonding moment, you know? Like, I’m not great at this whole thing, but at least I’m not alone in making mistakes, in being human.”
Piper smiled. “Yeah, I can see that.”
“And, then we both have dates that aren’t going anywhere, but we get to talk about it—debrief, if you like.”
“That’s true. That is nice. It’s good to not be alone in a coffee shop feeling like shit.”
“Did you feel like shit about the date?”
“No, but I have with others, and it’s nice to… not feel alone in the whole… machine of it, I guess.”
August nodded. Sure, Měilíng had recommended the app to her, and would probably be sympathetic to August’s plight with the whole thing, but Piper was right. It was nice to have a friend who was going through the unsuccessful dating cycle with her. As much as August loved Měilíng, she’d gotten a hit on the first try. Could she really understand why a nice but one-time date could make August feel so sad if she wasn’t even into the woman in question? Maybe, but, this way, August could process with Piper and never have to find out.
Piper took another sip of her drink and a mischievous smile settled on her lips. “You know, since we’re both in this thing now, what if we make it official?”
August gulped some of her coffee before replying. “How’d you mean?”
“Well, we clearly get along, and we’re enjoying having a friend to debrief with, so, what if we become that for each other? We trade numbers, and, whenever either of us has a date, we can call or text the other to discuss it, to debrief or explain it.”
“Do a lot of your dates need explaining?” August asked with a laugh.
“More than you could ever imagine,” she said with a shudder. August couldn’t wait to hear all those stories.
But, she thought the proposition through. She enjoyed talking to Piper. She’d invited herself back over and, both times, they’d slipped into conversation easily with no awkwardness. It just… fit. And she really would like to have someone to talk to about her dates—someone she knew wouldn’t judge her or make her feel bad. Just someone safe no matter what happened.
She grinned. “Yeah, okay, Piper. You’ve got yourself a deal.”
“A date deal.”
August laughed. “Sure. A date deal.” 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
“A Wednesday night date?” Massima asked with raised eyebrows.
“Eh… Kind of,” Piper said as she checked her bag and pulled on her coat.
“How do you kind of have a date?”
Piper sighed. “It’s less of a date and more of my colleagues having no sense of boundaries.”
“Explain.”
“Claire in sales is having a dinner party and insisted on a bunch of us attending.”
Massima twisted so she was kneeling on the couch, hugging a cushion to herself, and looking at Piper with a confused expression. “That doesn’t sound like a date. Isn’t Claire married?”
Piper laughed in surprise. “It’s not a date with Claire. It’s that, from the office, she only invited those of us of a certain age who are still single. She has a whole thing that dating and being free is fine for a little while, but, once you reach a certain age and a certain place in your career, you should be married.”
“Sounds weird to me.”
“Me too. But, believe me, if I didn’t attend, I’d never hear the end of it and I’d get no work done for the next week.”
Massima frowned. “You need a new job.”
“I like the one I have.”
Piper had worked hard to get into marketing, and even harder to get into advertising at a music distribution company. The competition, understandably, had been fierce, and she had no interest in being scared away by Claire.
“Well, you need a new colleague, then,” Massima said, flashing her a wide-eyed glance.
“That… I’m not going to argue.”
“And, to make matters worse,” Massima said pointedly, “you’re missing out on Giorgio’s pizza.”
Piper groaned as she wrapped a cream and brown blanket scarf around her neck. “Are you serious?”
“Deadly. Hermes is bringing it over and we’re going to binge-watch SVU. So, you know, if you want to cancel…”
“Wanting to and being able to are not the same thing.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket, checking the time.
A new message was waiting for her. She assumed it was Claire, checking whether she’d left yet. However, when she unlocked her phone and checked the message, she was delighted to find it was from August, wishing her well for tonight. August, it turned out, had plenty of experience with her colleagues trying to set up the singles in the office.
Piper grinned and shot back a quick reply. Over the last few weeks since they’d met, they’d been in almost constant contact, even when neither of them had a date. It was nice. Piper found herself smiling at their messages a lot.
“What’s that face?” Massima asked.
Piper looked up as she slid her phone back into her pocket. “What face?”
“That one,” Massima said, watching her with narrowed eyes. “The smile. Is it your new friend?”
“No. I’m simply thinking about how far gone on Olivia Benson you’re going to be when I get back.”
“I don’t believe you, but I don’t care because you’re right. Text August for all I care. Tonight is about delicious pizza and Detective Benson.”
Piper laughed. “Ask Hermes to bring me an extra pizza? I guarantee I won’t be relaxed enough to eat properly at Claire’s.”
“Sure. But it’ll be cold.”
“I don’t care. Giorgio’s pizza is good regardless of temperature.”
“I don’t know. I think it would be pretty bad frozen.”
“Thank you, Massima,” Piper said, shaking her head. “I’m going now. See you later.”
“Have fun. We’ll try not to miss you too much.”
“Somehow, I think you’ll manage.”
“We will, but it’s still nice to be nice.”
“Pretty sure I read that on a glass somewhere,” Piper called as she headed out the door. It was a reference to a glass one of their friends had brought them back from a trip to Minnesota. The state outline and the phrase were printed on it. Neither of them had ever really figured out why that was the gift they’d been given.
Outside, the evening was already dark and freezing cold, but Piper’s ride was on time, so she only had to wait on the icy sidewalk for a minute before the blue sedan pulled up and she clambered into its warm interior.
In the car at the minute. If I don’t text back, it’s a blue Volvo. Driver’s name is Ted. She typed and sent the message to August without really feeling at risk, but it was good practice and they both knew it.
Does Ted seem questionable? August replied almost immediately.
Not especially. Seems like a regular guy, just doing his job. Picture of his kid? Grandkid? Not sure, but they’re hanging from the mirror.
Cute. I’m glad he seems fine. You can send me your location, if you want?
Piper raised her eyebrows as she read the message. Does that mean that if the dinner’s going terribly, you’ll burst in to save me?
Haha. Yeah, me and my team of comic book heroes who help me burst in right on time and save the day.
Piper laughed out loud, but at least attempted to keep the volume down. She didn’t want to creep Ted out. Honestly, I think that would be the only thing that would make this dinner interesting.
Ooh. Ouch. Claire’s going to be devastated.
Piper stared at the phone deadpan. I wasn’t planning on telling her. Were you?
Nah. I like you a lot more than I like Claire. But, you know, best keep me on your good side.
Piper’s phone lit up with a message from Claire, checking she was on the way, and she couldn’t help but feel like they’d summoned the woman by talking about her. However, Claire was getting her whole evening, so she knew she was going to reply to August first. Ahh, dangerous threats. Now you know all of my secrets about how much I hate her matchmaking attempts, I guess I’ll have to work hard to ensure she doesn’t find out.
While she waited for August to reply, she switched to Claire’s message and sent a quick confirmation of where she was and when she’d be arriving.
She also decided to share her location with August.
Indeed, August replied. All part of my evil plan. And now I have your location, it’s all coming together.
Piper breathed another laugh at her phone. I’d be a lot more worried if that had come from someone else.
You’re telling me I’m not giving off ‘evil genius’ vibes?
That’s exactly what I’m telling you.
Rats. I was so sure I’d nailed it that time.
Piper felt the car slowing as they got closer to Claire’s home, but she found herself too engrossed in her messages to want to arrive too quickly. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d wanted to spend more time in a random driver’s car. Maybe next time.
Clearly, I need to practice.
Eh. I kind of like you as you are.
Oh, just ‘kind of’, huh?
Haha. You got me. I think you’re great as you are.
Thank goodness. Otherwise, I’d really have to start trying that whole superhero or evil genius thing and I don’t think I’d be great at either.
Piper’s car stopped and she looked up to see Claire’s driveway bursting with cars, the lights of the home all on.
From outside, it looked warm, welcoming, and lovely. If she hadn’t known what awaited her inside, she might have been excited.
I think you’d be great at either, she sent back to August. Then, after getting out of the car, she added, Just arrived, so I guess I’ll see you on the other side.
I can see that, August replied quickly, clearly having kept an eye on Piper’s location. Let me know if you need an escape. I can’t promise a superhero crew, but I can drive to come get you.
Piper shivered in the cold night, but she smiled at the message, her heart feeling warmer. Thanks, August. Have a great evening!
You too! And seriously, keep me posted if you need an out.
Piper smiled softly at her phone. Will do.
She turned the screen off and slipped it into her pocket right as she reached Claire’s door.
It whipped open before she could knock, and Claire beamed at her in a way that suggested she’d been waiting behind it, watching through the peephole. Piper doubted that, though. The woman had guests she was supposed to be entertaining. She did, however, glance quickly around to see if there were cameras that could have alerted Claire to her approach.
“I’m so glad you finally made it,” Claire said, ushering her inside.
Piper attempted to stifle a frown. It was seven o’clock. She’d been told to arrive at seven. “You said seven, right?”
“Well, yes, but it’s polite to arrive early.”
“Is it?” Piper looked around the entryway wildly. She could hear the sound of others already here, but she’d always believed it was rude to arrive early. If anything, you shot for a little late, just to ensure the host had everything set up without feeling pressured.
Claire shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Young people today.”
It was honestly odd that Claire worked in music distribution. Well, maybe it wasn’t, but it was odd she worked for the same company Piper did, given that most of the music they worked with was aimed at those very same young people she seemed to have such disdain for.
“Marco is already here,” Claire said, practically yanking Piper’s coat from her body.
“I usually like to have dinner before I let someone rip my clothes off,” Piper quipped.
Claire narrowed her eyes and glared at Piper. Not a fan of jokes, apparently.
Piper sighed. “Who is Marco?”
Claire huffed as she flung Piper’s coat into a closet by the door. “Marco. He works in artists and repertoire. Great scout. He’s brought in some of our most lucrative recent acquisitions—which, you know, means great royalties for him.”
“Right…” Piper had never met Marco and she was not particularly thrilled discussing someone’s income as a way to identify who they were.
“So, you’d be lucky to get with him. I’m aiming high for you here. The least you could do is show up on time.”
“It’s seven o’clock.”
“Well, he’s been here for twenty minutes. I didn’t think I needed to tell you to be here at six thirty.”
“You did if you wanted me here then.”
She shook her head and took off towards the noise of the kitchen, clearly expecting Piper to keep up with her. “I’m going to have to warn him to watch out for your attitude—and to work on your timekeeping.”
Piper glowered. She hadn’t once been late for work, but Claire was late at least once a week, so suggesting Piper needed help was a bit rich. Even worse was suggesting she needed some random man to start monitoring her, a grown-ass woman.
She wondered whether she’d be able to get away with simply turning around and leaving.
Claire stepped into the kitchen and called for Marco like a teacher telling off a student.
Piper could not have regretted coming any more. She could have been at home, eating pizza, watching TV, and being surrounded by people she knew and enjoyed.
A tall guy with brushed-back black hair walked towards them like a deer in headlights.
“Marco,” Claire said, stroking his arm once he made it over to them, “this is Piper. She works in the marketing department. Forgive her tardiness, she’s young and foolish.”
Piper stared at her. “Excuse me?”
Claire turned to her like nothing was wrong. “Piper, this is Marco. You know what he does because I just told you. But you should also know he’s just gotten divorced and is ready to get back on the scene.”
“Oh? What scene is that?” Piper looked between them with a polite smile.
Claire’s left eye twitched. “I’m sure you’re smart enough to figure that out.”
Marco laughed a little awkwardly. “I don’t usually lead with that information.”
Claire grinned up at him. “You should. It’s good to let women know you’re available.”
“Uh. Sure.” He looked around, shifting from side to side.
“Well,” Claire said, gripping both their arms and forcing them slightly closer together, “I’m going to leave you two to it. I’m sure you’re going to get along great and have a wonderful night.”
They watched her melt into the crowd of other guests and disappear, both taking a step apart once she was gone.
“Sorry about… all of that,” Marco said, wincing.
“It’s really okay. I’m only here because if I refused, she’d have spent the next week sitting at my desk, whining about me not coming, and I’d never get any work done.”
“Yeah, me too. She pulled the same thing with Freddie from A&R, so, now, he’s got an imaginary girlfriend.”
Piper laughed. “Are you serious?”
“Deadly. It was the only way he could get her off his back.” He shuddered. “Only now, Claire wants to meet her. So he’s having to ride the line of pretending it’s serious and going well, but not to the point where she’s ready to meet all of his colleagues.”
“Yikes. Wonder what he’ll do when Claire won’t let it go?”
“Break up with her and meet a new imaginary woman?”
Piper laughed. “The perfect plan.”
He smiled at her and something slightly terrified flitted across his face. “Look, um, Piper?”
“Yeah?”
“You seem really nice, and now I see you’re just being dragged along by this whole thing too, so I feel like I should be honest with you…”
“Okay. Sure. What’s up?”
“I, um, did just get divorced.”
“But you’re not ready to get back out there?” she guessed when it seemed like he couldn’t quite bring himself to finish the thought.
“No. I am. I just…” He took a deep breath and looked down at his shoes. “My wife and I divorced because… well, I’m, um, a little bit… gay.”
“Oh. Cool.”
“Yeah. Maybe more than a little bit.”
Piper smiled. “Hey, don’t worry about it. I’m bisexual myself.”
“You are?” he asked in surprise, looking up at her again.
“Yeah. Claire doesn’t seem to know, thankfully, and I have no interest in discussing it with her. Not because I’m in the closet, but just because she’d take it as a sign I was interested in her interfering in my love life.”
He winced. “Yeah. I don’t even know how she heard about my divorce, but here we are. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her the reason. She’d probably start telling every guy in the office, just to see if anyone might be interested.”
Piper wrinkled her nose. “I’d like to believe better of her—”
“But she is Claire.”
“Pretty much, yeah.” She looked up at Marco. “Well, thanks for telling me, and congratulations on your divorce.”
He laughed. “Not a common sentiment in the circumstances.”
“Well, you know, I’m sure it was hard and heartbreaking, but I’m glad you get the chance to live your life as the real you.”
He nodded, his eyes looking a little tearful. “Thank you. I think the only other person who has been this nice about it is my ex herself.”
“I’m glad she seems to have understood.”
“Yeah.” He scrunched his face up momentarily. “It wasn’t particularly surprising news to her, I don’t think.”
“Ah.”
“Yeah…” He shook his head. “Hopefully, Claire doesn’t figure it out herself too.”
“I don’t think she’s paying nearly as much attention to who you are as your ex was.”
“Yeah, maybe not.” He shook his head before looking seriously at Piper. “I’m sorry if this means the night doesn’t turn up any… leads for you, though. I know Claire thinks we’d be great together.”
Piper laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t relying on Claire’s picks, and I think this is a lot better than tonight could have gone.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. At least, this way, we both get to make a new friend, and we can have a decent time together, knowing we’re both on the same page.”
“The same page of not being interested in a relationship?”
“Exactly,” she said, laughing. “So much better than being forced to entertain someone who’s being told you’re interested in them, while you’ve got no interest at all.”
“I guess that is true.” He nodded slowly, seeming to relax. “Well, should we get a drink, then?”
“Absolutely.”
Piper followed him over to the drinks, quickly whipping out her phone to text August. The guy Claire is trying to set me up with is gay. Probably the best possible outcome from tonight, but, my god, is she oblivious!
It only took a second for August to reply. Haha. Typical. But hey, at least she’s helping all the gays stick together, I guess?
Piper laughed. The whole thing was ridiculous, but she didn’t mind making friends with Marco, and at least she had August to report to about these weird dates. It turned out their little deal really was making the whole dating thing a lot easier. 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Ford hadn’t landed on August’s doorstep for a whole week and she was worried. He’d only messaged her a couple of times, too, and only really when she’d messaged him first and asked a direct question.
She frowned, looking out the window of her office at the threatening, gray sky. Maybe she’d swing by his place after work to check everything was okay.
“Did you forget a coat today?” Měilíng’s voice called from the doorway to August’s office.
August smiled and looked away from the window. “No, no. I wasn’t worrying about the weather.”
Měilíng frowned in concern. “Then, what’s up?”
August waved her hand slightly. “Everything is fine. Just thinking about Ford.”
“Is he okay?”
August sighed. “I’m sure he’s fine—probably just busy.”
“But you’re worried?” She dropped into the chair on the opposite side of August’s desk.
“Yeah. He’s just got a lot on his plate, and he hates asking for help.”
“I’m guessing his roommates aren't any better?”
“Ha. No. And that’s what worries me. He’s got so much going on—classes, work, studying—and then they want him catering to their every whim. I wish he’d ended up rooming with other culinary students.”
“He doesn’t want to consider moving?”
August sighed and shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t asked in a minute, but you know how he felt about it last time.”
“Yeah… I’m sorry, August.” Měilíng smiled in a sad, sympathetic kind of way.
August shook her head. “It’s fine. Sorry. What can I do for you?”
Měilíng watched her for one long moment before deciding August was, in fact, ready to refocus on work. She nodded and lunged into a discussion about one of their current projects and some changes that were going to be made. The changes were going to add some work for August, but she welcomed thinking about that over worrying about Ford.
Half an hour later, right as Měilíng was wrapping up the conversation, she looked around surreptitiously—as if they had any chance of being overheard in August’s office. Apparently satisfied, she inched forward in her seat and leaned into August’s desk.
“Are you okay?” August asked as she watched Měilíng grin.
“We’ve barely had a chance to talk in weeks, so I’m asking now—how’s dating going?”
August blinked before she laughed. “You could have asked via text,” she pointed out, thinking of the multiple times throughout the last few weeks that they’d messaged each other outside of work.
“Yeah, but I wanted to talk about it in person, so I could see your face and see how you really feel.”
“You’re ridiculous,” August said with a laugh.
“I don’t want you just telling me what I want to hear, or playing down something promising,” Měilíng said, staring pointedly at August.
“Of course you don’t.”
“So, tell me. How’s it been going? Do you love the app?”
“Do you? You used it once, hit the jackpot, and haven’t touched it again as far as I can tell.”
Měilíng rolled her eyes. “Fine. I guess I don’t mind the app, but I like it because it brought me Noah. So, did you find your Noah?”
August shot her a look. “I did not.”
“Oh. Well, not yet then, but I know you will.” She smiled. “Have the people you’ve met been nice?”
August thought about it. She hadn’t—yet—had any particularly bad meetings, and everyone who had messaged her had been kind, but was that really what Měilíng was asking?
She had met Piper. By every metric, Piper had been nice. They’d become friends, and they had been talking far more frequently than she’d been talking to any potential romantic dates. But that was it, wasn’t it? Měilíng was asking if she’d had any nice romantic encounters. And August had made a friend.
“Yeah, they’ve been nice enough,” August said. “Nothing that’s getting a second date, but nice enough.”
“Hm. Well, I’m sure you’ll meet someone extra nice soon.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.” Either way, August would at least be proud that she put herself back out there. “I did manage to make a friend, if that counts?”
Měilíng tilted her head. “Being friends is a good start.”
“Oh, no. We’re… friends who talk to each other about our bad dates.”
“Sorry?”
August suppressed a laugh, realizing that the whole thing did sound kind of ridiculous. “We ran into each other and thought we were meeting each other, but we weren’t. So…”
“You decided to become bad date friends?”
“Yeah, I guess we did,” August said, the laugh finally escaping her.
Měilíng looked around. “I wish we weren’t at work right now because I have so many questions.”
“It’s very straightforward. We ran into each other, had our dates, neither went anywhere, so we decided to be friends who… got it. A friend we could always call to complain about another bad date.”
“But, if you’re expecting the dates to be bad, nothing’s going to stick, right?”
August smiled. Měilíng had been an eternal optimist her whole life as far as August could tell. Maybe that was why she hit the jackpot on the first try, maybe the universe had decided someone so good deserved that.
August decided not to think too closely about what that meant the universe thought of her.
She shook her head. “I’m not expecting them to be bad, I’m just… supporting someone else in the dating pool, because sometimes they do go badly. Or, not even badly, but not what you were looking for. Everyone needs a place to vent about that.”
“You could vent to me.”
August felt her lips twitch. “In the nicest way, you’re too busy to be dealing with me complaining about bad dates.”
“We’re friends. I’d be there for you.”
“I know you would, but I don’t want to be cutting into your time with Noah.”
“You don’t have to—”
“It’s really okay, Měilíng. I’m happy for you. And it’s okay that my journey is taking a little longer. It’s just nice to have other friends who are going through the struggle too.”
She chewed her lip, looking slightly downcast, but, eventually, she nodded. “Yeah, okay. I guess I get that. But, still, if you need to talk, I’m always there.”
“I know.” She smiled softly. “Thanks, Měilíng.”
Měilíng smiled sweetly before shaking her head. “I still don’t quite get how you met someone on a date, thought they were your date, but they weren’t.”
“Yeah…” August laughed. “That part is quite the comedy of errors, I suppose.”
“How so?”
“Don’t you need to get back to your office?”
Měilíng waved her off. “Yeah, yeah, in a minute. I want to hear about this new friend first.”
“Oh, well, she sent a message at the same time my date did, heard the notification, and we both just… assumed, I guess.”
Měilíng laughed. “You didn’t ask identifying questions?”
August stared at her. “I’m not going to lie to you, Měilíng, I absolutely did not.”
“Why not?”
“I… don’t know. We didn’t get that far before we figured out what was going on, but we were just… chatting, and nothing seemed out of the ordinary.”
Měilíng shot her a speculative look that almost had August squirming under the scrutiny. “And you didn’t think to just go on a date with her instead?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
August shrugged. She didn’t have a good answer to that question. She supposed she just enjoyed being friends with Piper so much that it hadn’t occurred to her to even ask. A date between the two of them had never really been on the table. “We’re friends. Being friends came really easily. Plus, you know, we’re both on the app and we haven’t matched with each other—”
“—that you know of—”
“—so clearly we’re not an immediate romantic match.”
“You can’t know that.”
“I mean, I’m friends with you and I’ve never asked you out. Sometimes, people are just friends.”
“Yes, but I’m straight, and, if she mistook you for her date, she’s clearly not.”
August shot her a look. “I’m not just attracted to every queer woman I meet.”
Měilíng shook her head. “Yes, I know that. I’m just thinking, if you two got along when you thought you were each other’s date, why would you not at least try?”
August blew out a breath. “Because we’re friends.”
Měilíng raised her eyebrows. “Okay, but if that changes, I’ll be the first person to say I told you so.”
“Not everyone hits a home run the first time they step up to the plate,” August said with a laugh.
“Maybe not, but Noah and I are going to a game next week, and, if the first guy up to the plate hits a home run, I’m taking that as a sign.”
“A sign that you hit a home run on the first try? Yeah, I think we already know that.”
Měilíng stood up, watching August with narrowed eyes. “You know what I mean. And, at lunch on Thursday, I will have plenty of questions.”
“Oh, I think I need to cut our lunch down to fifteen minutes. I have a meeting.”
“Cancel it.”
August laughed in surprise. “That’s not very professional.”
“It wouldn’t be if it were a real meeting, but I know you, August. I’ll see you for a nice, long lunch on Thursday.” She shot a pointed look over her shoulder as she left August’s office.
August shook her head, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. Měilíng really did know her well. Although, plenty of people had told her she was a lousy liar, so maybe it wasn’t all that surprising Měilíng could see through what had, admittedly, been a lousy lie.
An email popped up on her computer screen. A meeting invite from Měilíng. For lunch. On Thursday. One whole hour. As if they needed to make it official.
August laughed as she confirmed that she’d be attending.
Shaking off the conversation with Měilíng—and mostly unconcerned about the questions she’d face on Thursday since there was nothing weird going on—she finished up her working day with her mind slipping back to Ford.
The second she clocked out, she texted him, warning him that she was going to be near his place. He wouldn’t ask why by text and, if he asked in person, she’d admit she was only there for him, but, for the time being, they could both pretend she just happened to be over by his apartment for something unrelated.
She headed out of the office, feeling antsy as she stood in the elevator with five other people who were done for the day. Usually, she enjoyed work enough to not feel the need to flee the building as soon as clocking out time rolled around—even if, some days, it was still nice to be done for the day—but she found herself willing the elevator to go faster, for people not to request other floors, for the doors to open faster and everyone move out of the way.
It didn’t make any sense. Ford would be fine. He’d just have been busy. But there was a part of her that worried, a fear that gripped her heart, and she couldn’t shake it.
She understood that it was the guilt of knowing Ford wouldn’t ask for help even if he did need it. Sure, he’d show up at her place, but he was always looking to trade peace for food, like he needed to do something for her if he was going to be there. She wasn’t sure how to stop him feeling that way and she hated that. Their parents had a lot to answer for, making him think that, if he was going to do culinary school, he had to do it all alone.
The traffic wasn’t great as she drove from her office to Ford’s apartment, but she gripped the wheel and inched her way closer to his place. And, when the guilt and the worry felt like they were eating her alive, without really considering why, she told her phone to call Piper.
“Hey, what’s up?” Piper’s voice called cheerfully from the car speakers when the call connected.
“Hey,” August said back, ridiculously surprised as it finally hit that she really had just called Piper.
“Are you okay?” Piper asked, concerned, and August heard the sound of a door snapping shut.
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m good. I’m not sure why I called.”
“That’s okay. You can call whenever you like.” She hesitated. “Did you… have a date?”
“Ha. No. I just left work. I’m on the way to Ford’s place.”
“Ah, okay.” Her voice relaxed, and August couldn’t help but wonder what she’d been imagining. “How’s he doing?”
“I don’t… know,” August admitted, feeling a little weird doing so. Maybe Ford wasn’t the only one their parents had messed up with the idea that you had to handle everything yourself.
Piper hummed. “You’re worried about him?”
“Yeah. I shouldn’t be. He’ll be totally fine, and he’s an adult, and I know he’s probably just busy, but…”
“But you’re his sister and you care.”
“Yeah.” It felt nice to open up a little, to get the fear off her chest and out of her head, where it just bounced around, amplifying itself. But she also felt a little silly, and like she shouldn’t say too much.
“What has he done that’s scaring you?”
“Scaring might be a bit strong.”
Piper breathed a laugh. “Okay, what’s he done that’s mildly bothering you?”
August laughed. “Fair play. Maybe I am scared, but I’m just overreacting.”
“That’s okay. I overreact all the time. Almost cried this morning when I realized I was out of cereal.”
“You did not.”
“I really did. I think I was dreaming about granola because the devastation was real.”
August smiled and felt some of the tension in her shoulders relax. Calling Piper had been the right thing to do. “I’m sorry about the granola.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your thoughts at this difficult time.” She laughed lightly. “So, your turn. What’s going on?”
“He’s just been hard to contact lately. It’s not like him. And he hasn’t shown up at my place all week, but I can’t imagine he’s sleeping well at home, or getting much peace, because I feel like he’d mention that and be more available.”
“Right. Which is valid to be worried about.”
“I know he’s got work, and class, and studying, and sleeping, and his personal life, but I still just… worry.”
“I don’t think you’re overreacting.”
August blew out her breath. “No?”
“No. I think you care, and I think you’re reacting, which is completely normal.”
August nodded. Saying it out loud and not being judged or rushed to shut her feelings down really was helping. “Do you think he’s okay?”
“Yes. I’m sure he’s fine, but I also think a visit from you would brighten anyone’s day, so I think you’re doing the right thing heading over there.”
August smiled. “Flatterer.”
“Eh, I try. But it’s also true. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”
“I really hope so.” She swallowed. “Especially since I’m here now, so…”
“So.” Her smile was audible. August had always loved that in people. “Let me know how it goes and if there’s anything I can do to help.”
August gripped the steering wheel tightly, her eyes snapping from Ford’s building to the phone mounted on her dashboard. “Hey, Piper?”
“Yes, August?”
“Thank you.”
“Any time.” That smile was there again. “I’ll talk to you in a bit.”
“See you.” August hung up feeling much better about the whole thing, but she also hurried from her car, unwilling to sit there too long and overthink.
In theory, you had to have a key or get buzzed into Ford’s building but, when she made it to the front door, August found it off the latch, wide open for anyone to walk in.
She pushed inside and headed up to Ford’s apartment. She’d only been there a couple of times. Ford preferred meeting at her place, and, while his was fine, she understood why. It wasn’t the nicest apartment building she’d ever been in and he had roommates, but that was student life, wasn’t it? She’d been there too, once upon a time.
She knocked on the door when she reached Ford’s apartment, waiting when there was no answer and no sound of anyone moving inside. She tried again, calling Ford’s name.
Finally, there was the sound of groaning and shuffling from within. August frowned at just how thin the walls were. She imagined you could hear everything your neighbors were doing.
The door cracked open and a bleary Ford peeked out at her. “August?”
August relaxed. He was fine—if exhausted. “Hey.”
He opened the door fully to allow her inside. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to check in on you,” she said, stepping around him into the cramped living room. The small dining table in the corner of the room was strewn with books that looked distinctly like someone had been sleeping on them. “Ford, were you asleep at the table?”
He winced. “Maybe a little bit.”
“Ford—”
“It was just a quick nap.”
August shook her head. “When was the last time you slept properly?”
“Uh… It’s been a couple of days.”
She put a hand on his arm. “Ford, why?”
He attempted to wave the question away. “One of my roommates is struggling to make rent, so I’ve been working a bit more to help cover the bills.”
“That’s not your job.”
“I know, but it’s not her fault and I can’t afford to get kicked out and have that on my record.”
August looked at him. He was such a good guy, trying so hard to look after everyone around him, no matter what it cost him. People took advantage of that. “You could have just asked. I’d have given you the money.”
He shook his head and went to tidy his books. “No, August. That’s not your job. I chose to do this, I can handle it.”
“I know you can, but you don’t have to.”
“I do. Mom and Dad don’t want me leeching off them and I won’t come leeching off you.”
August groaned. They had no idea what they’d done. “It’s not leeching if I’m offering.”
“I’m pretty sure they’d still say it is.”
“I don’t care what they say. I’m saying it’s not, and I’m the only one who gets to decide that.”
“It’s really fine. I just have to work two more extra shifts this week and I’ll have enough to cover it all.”
August dropped into the second seat at the dining table. “And what about next week, Ford?”
He bit his lip and looked up. “I’m… not sure. She’s looking for work, she is. She just wasn’t expecting to get laid off. And she’s genuinely stressed about it.”
“Right. So are you. And maybe so are your other roommates. I can help take the pressure off for a little—from all of you. Give her a month to find something new and get back on top of things.”
Ford shook his head. “You don’t have to do that. It’s way too much.”
She reached out and took his hand. “Ford, if the roles were reversed, would you do it for me?”
He looked at her. They both knew he would. He’d do it for anyone—including a roommate who thought he was an on-demand home chef. “Maybe. If you weren’t being annoying.”
She laughed. “You’d do it even if I’d been the most annoying person on the planet.”
“Eh. You got me,” he said, deflating slightly. “I just want to prove I can do this. That I can handle everything.”
“I know you can. You don’t have to prove you can. And I know that I like it better when you have enough time to show up and annoy me. Consider it payment for that.”
He laughed before looking at her seriously. “I’ll pay you back.”
“Nope.”
“August—”
“You can pay me back by choosing the restaurant we’re ordering from tonight and telling me the best three things to order.”
He shot her a confused look. “Three things? Are you really hungry?”
“Absolutely. And I’m feeling a tasting platter of sorts.” She wasn’t especially hungry—just a normal amount after a workday—but she doubted Ford had been eating well enough lately, and, running on fumes as he seemed to be, he needed nutrients. If she ordered a bunch of dishes for them to share, he’d eat plenty.
He laughed. “Fair enough.”
“Great.” She nodded at his books. “Pack your stuff up, text your roommates that you have the rent covered, and let’s head to my place. You can decide where we’re eating on the way.”
He stood up, his eyes looking like he might burst into tears from relief. “You know you don’t have to do this, right?”
“I know that, but I love you and I want to help.”
He pulled her into a tight hug. “Thank you, August. Truly.”
“Of course.” She refused to let go first, letting him process his stress and emotions, but, when he finally did pull back, she was glad to see how much stress appeared to have dropped from his face.
He needed a better living situation but August knew this was not the moment for that conversation. It wasn’t her decision to make, either. She just didn’t want to lose everything that made Ford Ford while he lived here.
He’d barely sent the message to his roommates before he was laughing. He looked up at August looking exhausted but happy. “They’re all really relieved and grateful.”
She smiled. “I’m glad.”
He laughed again. “Zach’s calling out of work tonight.”
“If he’s been working as much as you have, I can only imagine he needs the sleep.”
“Yeah.” He shook his head. “He’s been pulling all-nighters working at this gas station.”
“Delightful, I’m sure.”
Ford shrugged. “It pays, I guess.”
August nodded. “Go pack your bag. I’ll be back in ten.”
After he disappeared in the direction of his room, August headed back downstairs and out onto the street. It wasn’t quite the gourmet meal she was about to treat Ford to, but she could at least give his roommates food for tonight. She didn’t like the way they treated him, but, by the sounds of it, they’d all been worrying themselves sick and working themselves half to death trying to cover their expenses. She could give them a night off from that.
It didn’t take long to pick up three large pizzas from the place at the corner of the street. Ford shot her a look when she reentered the apartment holding them.
“Cheese, veggie, and pepperoni,” she said, sliding them onto the table that was now clear of Ford’s books.
“You want three pizzas and three dishes of my choosing?” he asked, staring at her with wide eyes.
She laughed. “No. These are for your roommates. You can tell them to come get ’em while they’re hot. I thought you could all use a night to relax.”
His face morphed from confusion into something heartbreaking. “You didn’t need to do that. You don’t even like them…”
“So?” August shrugged. “I don’t like the way they treat you, but they don’t deserve to suffer.”
“You’re already doing so much.”
“Ford. It’s fine. I can afford to help and I can afford three pizzas. Everything is fine. I promise.”
He looked teary again, and August knew that was a sign of how fatigued he was. He nodded.
She bumped him with her shoulder. “Come on, Fordy. Let’s go home and get some food. I’ll even tell you all about my latest adventures in dating to keep you entertained.”
He laughed, still looking emotional. “Okay. I am interested to hear about that.”
She grinned and swept him out of his apartment, feeling a lot better now she knew he was going to be okay. 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
“Would you rather spend every day of your life having to lick a peach or a kiwi?” Piper asked the moment August answered her call.
August spluttered. “What?”
Piper laughed as she glanced each way down the dark street, lit by city lights. “That was some guy’s opening gambit today. A peach or a kiwi.”
“Was there at least a greeting to go with it?”
“There was not.” Piper waved in thanks at the two drivers who had stopped to allow her to cross the road, attempting to dodge the freezing cold puddles that lingered on the ground.
“Weird.” August hummed. “I suppose it’s better than not sending a message, but what a weird opener.”
“Indeed.”
“Did you answer?”
“No.” She laughed again. “I commented that it was an unusual opening question, and his reply was… well, maybe you don’t want to know what his reply was.”
“Oh, no. I definitely do.”
“Are you sure? Because once you know, you can’t unknow it.”
August laughed lightly. “Oh, I’m sure. I’m certain it’s going to be weird as hell and probably hilarious.”
Piper sighed. “I long for the day when it’s simply hilarious and no longer icky.”
“Ah, so really good then.”
“Ugh. He said he was asking because he enjoys having his ass cheeks licked and my answer was going to be indicative of how… satisfied I’d leave him.”
August was silent for a beat longer than normal conversation dictated. “What?”
“You heard me.” Piper laughed. “And, apparently, so did the group waiting outside that bar. Hey, it’s good to be part of a story.”
“They’re both fuzzy…”
“I know that. But, you have to admit, they are different kinds of fuzz.”
“I… guess so. I mean, it’s not like I usually eat the skin of a kiwi. Especially not the particularly fuzzy ones.”
“I’m guessing he wanted to make it clear that his ass wasn’t… apple-smooth, should we say?”
“Ew. Do you mind? I’ve got a bowl full of apples on my table right now.”
Piper laughed. “Enjoy thinking about that when you eat them.”
“If you keep talking, I’m bringing them all to you and making you eat them.”
“As long as you’re not bringing a bag full of peaches and kiwis, we’re golden.”
“So…” August said, drawing the word out, “do we think he was the peach or the kiwi?”
“Oh, let’s be real, he was the kiwi. A peach, you can compare that to your butt with no issues. If someone shows up and is exposed to your butt and it’s got peach fuzz, nobody bats an eyelid. You wouldn’t bring it up. It’s not worth it. But why would you pick kiwi if you weren’t rocking short, slightly stabby hairs?”
“Yeah, good point.” She paused. “And, actually, either is fine in the grand scheme of things, but that being your opening gambit because you’re immediately asking someone you’ve never met to lick your ass every day? That’s weird regardless of the fruit you pick.”
“I don’t know, if he’d gone with dragon fruit, I might have been intrigued enough to let it slide.”
August laughed. “There are bigger questions if your ass looks like the outside of a dragon fruit.”
“Fair point.” Piper giggled. “So, how’s it going with you?”
“What—dating?”
“Sure. You know, that, life, whatever?”
“Well, in the twelve hours since I last spoke to you,” she said, amused, “I’ve had three more women like my profile, but not one message.”
“Yeah, I learned to get comfortable, really quickly, with making the first move, especially when it was a woman. We’re not exactly taught that’s an okay thing for us to do.”
“I know. I can’t believe not one of them has asked me to lick their ass.”
“Oh, just give it time.”
“Can’t wait.”
She laughed. “Somehow, if you message the women in question, I’m certain they won’t lead with that.”
“Yeah, we can hope. Although, maybe I should make it my opening line. If that doesn’t scare them off, maybe that’s a sign they’re a keeper.”
“I think, if you don’t have the fuzz to follow through with, that might be a waste of a question. They probably just end up disappointed.”
“Ah. Do you think?”
“Mm, a little.”
August laughed. “Cool. So, I’ll try something else then.”
“Probably for the best.” Piper stopped outside the art gallery where she was meeting her friends, ducking under an awning to avoid any further rain that might surprise her. “And how’s Ford doing?”
August sighed. “Eh. He’s okay. Better than yesterday, for sure.”
“That’s good. Though, I’m sure having a caring sister ensure you’re eating regular meals and getting some actual sleep helps loads.”
“I’m doing what I can. It is still just a couch he’s stuck sleeping on. Pull-out or not, a couch is still a couch.”
“Better than a table.”
“You’re not wrong there.”
“Although, to be fair, I don’t think I’ve ever slept on a table, so I guess I can’t vouch for their comfort levels.”
August laughed. “You know, same. I’ve done other things on a table, but never slept there.”
Piper’s eyebrows shot up and she smirked. “Have you indeed?”
“Maybe I’ll tell you about it another time,” she replied, laughing.
“I can’t wait to hear that whole story.”
“I’m sure you can’t.” The roll of her eyes was practically audible.
Piper laughed. “Either way, I’m still betting your couch is better than barely sleeping for a week.”
“Yeah, I can’t argue that. He’s back at work tonight, though, so hopefully he’ll still be okay tomorrow.”
“He’s fed, rested, and, I assume, coming home to your place again. I think he’ll be okay. And I’m sure he’s grateful.”
“Oh, believe me, I know. He’s barely stopped saying it.”
“Hey, he’s a sweetheart. Nothing wrong with that.”
She snorted. “You haven’t even met him. I haven’t told you about how he once pulled Barbie’s head off because I wouldn’t let her marry Ken.”
“Scandalous. Who was she marrying instead?”
August hesitated. “Christie.”
“Cute.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ve always been a screaming homosexual. It’s fine.”
Piper laughed. “It’s adorable.”
“Thank you. But anyway, Ford is both a sweetheart and a menace, and hopefully, he’s doing better now. Should I let you get to your thing, though? Because I can tell you’ve stopped walking, so I’m guessing you’re there.”
“How very astute of you.”
“That was always how my teachers described me.”
“Was it?”
“No.”
Piper grinned, shook her head, and sighed. “I suppose I should head in before they send out a rescue party for me. But keep me posted on how making the first messaging move goes.”
“Will do. Keep me posted if any more guys ask you about kiwis.”
Piper shuddered. “I will, but I genuinely hope that’s not something I have to worry about tonight.”
They hung up and Piper quickly headed inside, eager to get out of the cold, wet night now that she wasn’t talking to August. Despite the groups milling around and talking, her heels still clicked audibly against the polished gallery floor.
“Hey, you made it,” Shea said as Piper joined the group. “Not a moment too soon. I was about to go make a new friend.”
Piper turned to where she indicated. Across the large entrance hall from them, there was an androgynous person with a faux hawk, an ear full of piercings, and a leather jacket with the sleeves rolled up to reveal two arms full of tattoos. Very much Shea’s type.
“They’ve been making eyes at each other for about twenty minutes now,” Hermes said, shaking his head, his dark curls bobbling with the movement. “I should have been taking bets on who’d give in first and approach the other.”
“Who would your money have been on?” Piper asked.
He shot her a look. “Shea, obviously. The fact that she’s been this patient is a wonder.”
Shea rolled her eyes. “I was waiting for Piper to arrive.”
Piper grinned. “My apologies. Don’t let me hold you back.”
“You’re not even late,” Massima said, sweetly. “We were just really early.”
“Good to know,” Piper said, checking her watch. “I was talking to August on the way over, so—”
“So you could have been late and not even noticed time flying,” Hermes said, shooting her a pointed look.
She frowned, holding her hands up in question. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing,” he said lightly, but there was something in his expression.
Shea nudged her gently as she started across the hall. “He’s just jealous you’ve got a new friend.”
“I’m not jealous.” He rounded on Piper as Shea fled the scene. “I’m just saying you talk about her all the time but none of us have even gotten to meet her yet. Are you sure you’re not dating her and refusing to tell us?”
Piper laughed. “Definitely not dating her. We’re just friends helping each other out with the dating scene.”
“Sure you are,” Hermes said, shaking his head. “Shall we head into the exhibition? I’m assuming Shea will catch up. Or not, depending on how well that whole thing is going.”
The group glanced over to Shea, where things seemed to be going very well if her expressions and body language were anything to go by. And, after ensuring Shea saw which way they were headed, they stepped through an ornate doorway into the first room of the evening.
By the time they’d made it to their third doorway of the night and into a deep red room, Shea still had not caught up with them, but, as the group separated slightly, lingering by paintings that spoke to each of them, Hermes sidled up to Piper’s side.
“You know,” he said, keeping his voice low, “if you are dating August, we’d support that for you.”
Piper shot him a look. “I’m really not. We had a deal to support each other through bad dates, and it turns out we have a lot in common and get along. We’re friends.”
“Massima says you talk to her basically every day.”
“I talk to you basically every day. That’s just how I am with friends.” She paused, her eyes lingering over the soft blue swirls of a sea painted on canvas, before she turned to look directly at Hermes. “I didn’t realize meeting her meant so much to you.”
He waved her off. “It’s not a big deal. I just…”
Piper looped her arm through his and moved them along to the next painting. “Like our group and don’t want it to change.”
“I’m not afraid of change.”
“I know that.”
He sniffed, staring up at the large canvas before them. “I just care about the things happening in your life.”
Piper knew it was more than that. The idea of losing this little group, this family he’d pieced together, terrified Hermes more than he liked to let on. Hermes knew it, Piper knew it, and Hermes knew she did.
She also knew he sometimes needed to not be the one acknowledging that. He was working on it in therapy.
She squeezed his arm a little tighter. “I’m not going anywhere. We’re family. And I think you’ll like August. She’s funny and cool.”
He shot her a look, the quick emotion of her promise fleeing from his eyes before he felt like he’d exposed himself too much. “Can she handle sarcasm?”
Piper laughed quietly. “Yes, she can handle that.”
“Good, because that’s how I show love.”
“Oh, believe me, we know.”
“And I’m excited to meet her at some point.”
“Yeah. Me too, actually. We talk a lot, but we’ve only been in the same room that one time.”
Hermes frowned, looking at her. “Really? I assumed… Well, I guess you know what they say about assuming.”
Piper shot him a grin. “She’s been really busy helping her brother.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“Hermes!” Piper protested, nudging him. “There’s nothing wrong with him.”
He rolled his eyes. “Not like that. Just, like, why does he need help?”
“Oh.” Piper relaxed, shaking her head, and told Hermes a loose, general overview kind of version of what was going on with Ford. August hadn’t told her to keep it quiet, but she still didn’t want to push her luck.
“Where does he work?” Hermes asked when she was done.
“Arcade Diner.”
“That’s only like fifteen minutes from my place,” he said quietly. “We’d have to meet first and work out all the details and stuff, but, if he needs a new place, I do have a spare room.”
Piper smiled softly at him. That was Hermes all over—snarky on the outside, but sweet and giving on the inside. “You sure you wouldn’t mind someone else in your space?”
“Hm. How hot is he?”
Piper laughed. “I have no idea.”
“I’m just kidding, to be clear.” He shot her a look. “But, yeah, depending on us getting along and it seeming like a good match, he might as well use the room. It’s not like I’m getting much from the space at present.”
She wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “You’re a good one, Hermes.”
“Ugh. Yeah, yeah, don’t go telling everyone. You’ll ruin my reputation.”
“What reputation?”
“My cool reputation,” he said, laughing. “You know, British accent, mysterious, brooding eyes… The whole thing.”
She walked backwards, looking at him as she headed into the next gallery space. “I hate to break it to you, but I think everyone knows you’re a sweetheart inside that tea-drinking exterior.”
“I drink other things,” he protested with a scowl.
“Sure you do. But don’t they, like, revoke your passport if you don’t get your daily recommended allowance of tea?”
“That’s not a thing.”
“I’m pretty sure it is. I think I read it somewhere.”
“Did nobody ever teach you not to believe everything you read on the internet?”
“Oh, my god. What? No. They absolutely did not.”
“Ah, well. Perhaps we should have words with the powers that be.”
“Indeed. I’m woefully unprepared for the modern world.”
“Clearly. Couldn’t even end up on a date with the right woman.”
Piper stopped walking, staring at him, aghast. “Whoa. Big talk, mister.”
He grinned, his eyes crinkling and his whole face brightening. “Is that not what happened?”
“I made it to the right woman in the end.”
“Who turned out to be the wrong woman.”
“Well, yeah, but that’s dating.”
He bobbed his head up and down. “Indeed it is.”
She took his arm again as they were approaching Massima. “And, don’t worry, if I ever do manage to find the right one in this whole dating debacle, you’ll still be stuck with me.”
Something vulnerable flashed across his face. “Yeah?”
“Of course. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” Her mom and dad wouldn’t stand for it either. They’d adopted Hermes just as hard as she had. Unfortunately, though, he’d experienced too much shit to fully comprehend that they weren’t going to leave him.
“You know what I bet wasn’t easy?” Massima said, catching the very end of Piper’s sentence. “Painting with all this texture.”
Piper looked at the piece she was admiring, twisting her head to the side to see the relief created by what could only have been a palette knife, and felt her heart warm at the happy little expression on Hermes’ face.
“Good point,” he said, joining Massima in leaning closer to the piece. “Quite exquisite work to get this level of detail with that style.”
Piper watched the two of them, her mind slipping back to August. She and August were friends, and Piper’s friends wanted to meet her—and Piper wanted to see her in person again. Plus, she had potentially good news about a room for Ford to share with her. That was the kind of thing best delivered in person.
She slipped out her phone quickly, hoping it wasn’t a condition of their friendship that they only talked via phone, and fired off a quick message asking August if she wanted to get coffee together again.
She wasn’t going to let the next time they saw each other be while August was meeting all of her friends—or while they were facilitating a ‘new potential roommates’ meeting between Ford and Hermes. 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
The nervousness of heading to Bellham’s Café was different. Last time, it had been for her first date with a stranger, her first foray into the unpredictable world of online dating, and especially anonymous online dating. This time, August didn’t understand the nerves. She and Piper had spoken almost every single day since they met. Their conversations flowed easily. She wasn’t sure what there was to be nervous about. Maybe it was that fear of being rejected again. Sure, it was platonic, but, arguably, being rejected as a friend hurt more. There was no sexual attraction muddying the waters. If someone didn’t want to be with her romantically, it hurt, but it could just be a mismatch of attraction or goals. If someone didn’t want to be her friend—especially after weeks of talking—that felt so much more personal and damaging.
She parked in a lot that was about five minutes from the café, just as she had last time, and pulled her scarf tighter as she stepped out of the car. It was bitterly cold and she didn’t doubt for a second that the forecasted snow would be on the way later. She only hoped she’d manage to get home again before it got too bad.
There weren’t many people out in such cold temperatures, and those who were hustled quickly from warm, bright interior to warm, bright interior, keeping their heads bowed against the weather while they were outside. August didn’t think twice before joining them in striding quickly towards Bellham’s. Its soft, yellow light was like a glowing beacon, calling to her, and, even with the turmoil in her stomach, she was more than happy to heed its call.
She closed the door quickly behind her and shivered as the warmth washed over her while she wiped her boots on the doormat. The memory of how she’d looked desperately around for her unknown date the first time she’d been here flooded through her. She found herself doing the same thing this time, but at least she knew who she was looking for.
It didn’t take long to spot Piper—red lipstick and matching nails popping against her light skin. They matched the beret she’d been wearing the last time they met here. This time, however, she’d swapped it out for a black knit hat with a faux fur bobble on top that looked somehow both adorable and stylish.
She smiled at August, pushing away from where she’d been waiting by the community notice board. “Pretty sure you’re who I’m meeting this time.”
August laughed. “Hm. I don’t know… Maybe we should have come up with a code word or something. Just to be sure.”
“Oh? Do you prefer ‘peaches’ or ‘kiwis’?”
August groaned and hung her head. “Ugh. Neither.”
Piper laughed and gestured towards the counter. “What are you having?”
“You know, I think it’s hot chocolate weather,” she said, relaxing now that they were here, she hadn’t been stood up, and their conversation was coming just as easily as it did by phone.
“Ooh. Good choice. It’s supposed to snow later.”
“So I heard.”
“Push notification?”
August waved her hand in midair. “Sort of. I did get one, but, mostly, it was from Ford. He loves the snow more than anyone I’ve ever met.”
Piper grinned in a way that told August she loved snow too. “Hermes will be so disappointed.”
August shot her a look as they shuffled forward in line. “Why?”
“Well, I was going to wait until we sat down to bring it up, but here I am.” She laughed and shook her head. “Without going into too many details, I mentioned what was going on with Ford, and, well, Hermes lives about fifteen minutes from where Ford works and he has a spare room. He also happens to hate snow.”
August blinked, staring at Piper and not registering a single thing the barista was saying to them. Luckily, Piper was a little more cognizant.
“Two hot chocolates, please,” she said with a grin. “Large. Thanks.”
It wasn’t until she was taking out her card that August snapped out of her daze. “Oh. I can—”
“Don’t worry about it.” Piper waved her off, swiping her card. “I’ve got this.”
“But—”
“But nothing.” She smiled and led the way to the pickup point.
Every single time August was at this counter with Piper seemed to be something surprising.
She took a deep breath and looked at Piper. “Hermes, your friend, has a spare room that he’d be willing to let Ford rent?”
“Yeah.” She said it like it was the most straightforward thing in the world.
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why would either of you do that?”
Piper grinned. “I didn’t really do anything.”
“You… cared enough about someone you’ve never even met to… talk about him and bring me an alternate solution.”
Piper shot her a puzzled look. “We’re friends. You care about Ford, so I care about Ford.”
August felt like an alien. She’d had friends before, plenty of them. She had friends now. But she wasn’t used to having the kinds of friends who just… stepped up like that. She wasn’t really sure what to do about it. A friend of her friend was willing to live with Ford simply because he trusted what Piper had said, and she trusted August.
It was definitely weird that she was so touched by the gesture.
“I will warn you, though,” Piper said as their drinks were slid across the counter to them, “Hermes asked if Ford was hot. So, you might want to keep that in mind.”
She let out a startled laugh. “Is that something I should be concerned about?”
“No.” She grinned. “I’m sure he was just teasing. Although, you know, he is gay, so I’m sure he would notice if he thought Ford was hot.”
August shook her head, being careful not to spill her drink as she followed Piper towards the window bar seats they’d planned to sit in last time. “They’re both adults, but I don’t want to think about that.”
“Fair.” Piper pulled her hat off, leaving her hair adorably ruffled. “But, yeah, he said they’d have to meet to check it was a good match, but, assuming it was, his spare room is available.”
August’s whole life had been about self-sufficiency. Her parents’ whole philosophy was about that. It was part of why they were being so hard on Ford. They said they’d have helped more if he’d gone to college when he was ‘supposed’ to, or if he was doing something they considered valuable, but she’d done what they wanted and it had still come with the expectation of self-sufficiency—which was fine as an idea, but sometimes you needed other people. Ford needed her, she needed Ford. They needed to be there for each other—and maybe they needed other people to be there for them too.
“Are you okay?” Piper asked, gently placing a hand on August’s forearm.
“Yeah…” She shook her head and focused on Piper. “Having a revelation, I suppose.”
Her brow furrowed. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Ha. Just… approaches to parenting and… finding your people, I suppose.”
Piper smiled softly, like she understood what August meant without it needing to be spelled out. Maybe she did. Maybe that was part of finding your people.
August took a deep breath. “I don’t know if Ford’s ready yet. He still seems determined to ride this thing out, and, after the way they’ve all been banding together and trying to pay the bills lately, I think he feels like he owes them something, like they’re in this thing together. And, you know, he still doesn’t want me moving so we can live together, but, maybe if it’s just a random roommate, not his sister, he’d be interested. Someday.”
“I’m sure the offer will still be there when he’s ready,” Piper said, her voice soft and gentle, yet it sounded like the clearest thing in the bustling café.
August placed a hand over where Piper’s was still resting on her arm. “Thank you, though. I don’t even know what to say.”
She smiled. “Yeah, I’m getting that.”
August laughed, a little awkwardly. “I didn’t mention what was going on because I was hoping you’d come up with something like this.”
“I know.”
“Huh. You really are just… nice. And so is Hermes, I guess.”
“Oh, don’t let him hear you saying that out loud. He’ll be worrying about his reputation.”
August stared at her. “Does he have a bad reputation?”
“Not at all.” She laughed. “He just likes to pretend he’s all cool and stoic and snarky—well, he is snarky, but so are most of the Brits I know. Pretty sure that’s a love language there. It is for Hermes, at least.”
August laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind if I meet him then?”
“Probably. And he’s very eager to meet you, so, you know, anytime you want to…”
“He is? Why?” August could not wrap her head around Hermes, but maybe he’d prefer it that way.
“Oh, uh, our friend group is kind of like a family, so, you know, when any of us gets a new friend, the family wants to meet them.”
August was again left wondering about the friendships in her own life. She wasn’t sure she’d ever had a friendship like that. Sure, she had friends and she was close with them, but there seemed to be something different about Piper’s friendship group. Being around them, being part of that group, even in a tiny way, sounded like something August wanted to experience. Without even knowing them, they were already stepping up to help her and Ford. That was a kind of love she felt like she’d been looking for in her life.
She nodded slowly. “I’d love to meet them too.”
“Right now?” Piper asked with a laugh. “Because I’m sure they’d come charging through the door if I said you wanted to meet them right now.”
“Uh. Maybe not right now. But soon. I really want to thank Hermes.”
“I’m sure he’s going to love that.”
August nodded again, breathing in. Maybe Ford wouldn’t go for it, but just the fact that someone cared enough to offer was amazing. “Wait. Hermes does know Ford’s a student, right? He won’t be able to pay… expensive rent.”
Piper waved her hand. “I’m going to leave the details to Hermes to tell you, but he knows what it’s like to need a hand in life, and he knows what it’s like to get that. He’s never stopped being grateful for the breaks he was cut, and he cares a lot about the people who helped and loved him. He’s not going to screw Ford over.”
As if August didn’t think Piper was interesting enough on her own, now she came with this whole group of fascinating people. She realized she couldn’t imagine anyone else surrounding Piper.
None of this was what she’d been expecting when she’d signed up for Hummingbird Dating but she was unbelievably grateful for it.
“Okay,” she said, blowing out a breath. “We should probably talk about something else before I’m sobbing uncontrollably in a café and people have questions.” She looked intently at Piper. “Thank you, though. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you.”
Piper gazed back and, understanding August’s need for a change of tone, wiggled her eyebrows. “So, you’re saying that meeting me through Hummingbird is better than meeting some guy asking about fruits?”
“Oh, my god. This again?” She shook her head. “Yes. Yes, meeting you is infinitely better than that.”
“Well, you know, there isn’t an infinite supply of sapphics in the area, maybe one day we’ll actually meet on the app.”
August laughed. “You know, I had thought about that. Interesting that it’s not profiled us as two people it wants to connect.”
Piper hummed, a far-off look entering her eyes. “Maybe it knew we were destined to be friends instead, and maybe we’d have missed that if we’d just been matched together.”
“Yeah, maybe.” August shot her a look. “Or, maybe, there’s something horrifying in my profile that you’ve made perfectly clear you hate.”
“Oh, you’re assuming it would be that way around? Not that I might be a secretly horrifying monster?”
“Weird way to come out as a vampire.”
She raised her eyebrows. “I just touched you. You don’t think you’d have noticed if I felt ice cold?”
August shrugged. “Hey, I’m not up to date on vampire technology. Maybe you can stay warm these days.”
Piper laughed. “Actually, did you ever watch that show Moonlight? It had a vampire private eye in it and I don’t think he was cold to the touch. Did sleep in a freezer, though.”
“I did not, but I’m not the vampire expert here. Clearly.”
“I’m not an expert either. I just had a tiny little vampire phase as a teenager.”
August smirked. “Oh, just a teeny, tiny, little phase?”
“Yes!” She laughed, looking incredulously at August. “You’re the one who brought up vampires. Kind of a weird turn in the conversation if they’re not always at the forefront of your mind.”
“I’m sure if we surveyed all of these people and asked them to name a monster, a good half of them would name vampires.” She watched Piper, amused, as she sipped her hot chocolate.
“Ugh. Insufferable.” Piper shook her head, but she was grinning the entire time.
She had the prettiest smile August had ever seen. So bright and warm and genuinely happy. It probably didn’t hurt that she just was pretty—unbelievably so.
August couldn’t help but think she was having a much better afternoon than the last time she'd sat in these seats with someone from Hummingbird Dating.
“Brunettes are always trouble,” Piper said into her mug, as if she, too, weren’t a brunette.
August laughed. “I don’t think that’s a known saying.”
“It should be.”
“Oh, should it indeed?”
“Yes.” She waved a hand at August. “Case in point. Maybe I’ll contact the dictionary, send them your picture.”
“Have a lot of reasons to contact the dictionary, do you? Got them on speed dial?”
“Oh, yeah, for sure. Got to send in the regularly updated definition for vampires, after all.”
August laughed. “You’d be a terrible vampire. Giving up all your secrets this easily? Absolutely wild.”
“Ah, no. Don’t you see? It’s the perfect cover. Nobody would ever suspect me.”
“Except me.”
“Eh. I like you. I don’t think you’d sell me out.”
“Hm. Just make sure I don’t find the number for your contact at the dictionary. Otherwise, I’ll have to get them to update the definition for vampires with your picture.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“I would.”
“Diabolical.”
“Indeed.”
Piper looked away, gazing out of the window and watching where the snow was starting to come down in thick flakes. Something lit up in her expression and she looked back at August. “Let’s go for a walk in the snow.”
“Right now?”
“Ha. No. When we’ve finished our drinks. It’ll be all fresh and crisp and amazing.”
August smiled. Piper was worse than Ford. “Sure.” 



CHAPTER NINE
 
The world outside had fallen quiet in that way it only did when the snow was coming down. It always amazed Piper that such a silence could fall in a city.
Her boots crunched lightly in the snow that was building up thick and fast on the sidewalks. They’d clear it soon, but, for now, they walked on a soft white carpet that looked like few others had stepped upon it. It was funny how quickly all of the shops and cafés had cleared out as the snow picked up.
Beside Piper, August shivered slightly, pulling her scarf tighter and lifting her collar to protect against the chill.
Piper smiled. “Do you want to go back inside?”
“No, no,” she said, seeming sincere. “It’s just been a minute since I went out in the snow… recreationally?”
Piper laughed. “That’s fair.”
“Ford tries to get me out in it, but I’m usually busy.”
“You know you need to take breaks, right? And going out in the snow is a great way to reset.”
August shot her a look. “It’s a great way to get me craving another hot chocolate that I absolutely shouldn’t be having.”
“Says who? Have all the snow days and hot chocolate you want.”
“You’re trouble.”
Piper shrugged. “Eh. Just a little bit. But doesn’t that make things more interesting?”
“I’m sure it does,” she replied, shaking her head and looking down at the ground where her boot pressed into the snow and left a crisp outline.
Piper grinned, lifting her face towards the snow. Cold, fast flakes landing and melting on her skin sent a shiver down her spine, but it was good.
They crossed the road and headed down a side street. It was lined with cute little boutiques and string lights overhead that seemed even more magical in the snow.
“So, I, uh, took your advice,” August said, a little awkwardly.
Piper grinned. “About…?”
She cleared her throat. “Making the first move.”
“Oh. Nice. Congratulations. How’d it go?”
August grimaced. “Medium?”
“Okay,” Piper said slowly. “Medium isn’t bad.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“But it’s not good either.”
August nodded, her face a little scrunched up. “It is not.”
“What’s the problem?”
“I’m… terrible at it?”
Piper stopped and turned to look at August. “Is that a question?”
She winced. “No. More of a statement I’m embarrassed about.”
“There’s no way you’re terrible at it.”
August looked at her with wide eyes. “That’s a whole lot of unfounded confidence.”
Piper laughed. “I disagree.”
“I’m sure you do.”
“Okay, so, tell me, then, how are you bad at it?” She looped an arm through August’s and they started walking again.
“Well, you know, it’s hard to… figure out what to say as an opener. A basic greeting with no question and nothing original just starts you off on a bad note. Anything too out there scares people off, but, potentially, so does something boring.”
Piper squeezed her arm. “I think you might be overthinking it.”
“I would never.”
“Well, you’d be the first. I feel like everyone new overthinks it at some point.”
August studied her as they walked. “It’s hard to imagine you overthinking it. You just strode right in and had the conversation flowing without a problem.”
Piper laughed. “With you, sure. But it’s not always like that. Right before I met you, I had that date with the woman who barely said two words. And I’ve been ghosted plenty of times.”
“Yeah. Yikes.”
“It’s just how these things go.”
“But ghosted from the first message?”
It dawned on Piper what had happened and she remembered how rough those first few disappointments had felt. They weren’t something you grew to enjoy, but they were something you sort of got used to when you’d been on the dating scene long enough.
She bumped lightly into August. “Yes. I have been ghosted from an opening line.”
“Oh.” She shook her head. “It just feels… harsh. Like, I’d have understood if you ghosted the kiwi guy, but I didn’t say anything like that. I tried to say something based on their interests, and they’d just indicated they were interested, so to just… disappear?”
Piper gave her a sympathetic look. “I know it sucks, sorry.”
“It’s fine. I know these things happen. Like, maybe you aren’t feeling the chemistry from the first message, maybe you’ve already found someone else, maybe you were online during a low moment of needing to get out there and then you ate, slept, and felt a lot better… It’s a million things.”
“But that doesn’t mean it’s not hard.”
She breathed a laugh. “Yeah, a bit.”
“I’m sorry it’s rough. I wish I could tell you it gets better.”
“It’s okay. Měilíng has been asking questions and, because she hit the jackpot the first time, I feel like I’m… bad at this. And then that’s just mortifying to admit.”
“I promise you’re not bad at it. And you’re definitely a catch. You’ll find your person and it will all come easily. Then, all of this will feel like a distant, unnecessary memory.”
August frowned slightly, looking at Piper and turning them down another side street she couldn’t possibly know would lead them close to Piper’s apartment. “Do you think so?”
“Definitely.”
She raised her eyebrows. “But, you’ve been doing this for a minute and if it’s not working for you, what hope do the rest of us have?”
Piper laughed, flattered by the implication. “I’m notoriously picky. Don’t worry about your chances by looking at my… checkered past.”
August laughed. “I doubt it’s that checkered. And I don’t think being picky is bad.”
Piper shrugged and stifled a smile as August took another turn, getting them closer again to Piper’s home. “The way I see it, Měilíng got lucky finding a good one on the first try. Most of us have to spin the wheel a few times to find that match, but it’s out there, you know? It’s worth the effort because when you find it, and you know you’ve both been looking for each other, you get that amazing moment of… knowing you were both already putting the work in. Then you put the effort in together.”
“You’re much more of a romantic than you let on, you know?”
Piper laughed. “I don’t know if I’m really hiding it.”
“Maybe not completely, but you definitely play the whole online dating thing cool, and then you’re out here with that beautiful philosophy on life?”
Piper pulled her arm back and waved August off. “It’s not a philosophy and I doubt it’s all that beautiful.”
Deep down, however, she did think it was beautiful. Or, she hoped it was—and would be. She wanted that love the songs were written about. She wanted to experience that moment of meeting someone and knowing something life-changing was happening.
August shook her head. “It’s definitely both.”
“Do you know where you’re going, by the way?” she asked, gesturing around them and changing the subject.
August shot her a look like she knew what Piper was doing, but she did look around like she was trying to figure out where she’d led them. “Uh… no.”
Piper laughed. “Well, as beautiful as the snow is, it’s getting cold and I’m hungry. You?”
August continued looking around. “Yeah, I could definitely eat.”
“Great. Then, I know where we’re going.”
“What? Where?”
“My place.”
“Your place?”
“Mm. Yes. You were basically leading us there, anyway.”
“I was?”
Piper laughed. “You were. See, the world is amazing and things… work out.”
“You’re getting that from me accidentally leading us to your place?”
“Absolutely.”
“I think it’s just a coincidence,” she said, reaching out to grab Piper’s hand and stop her.
Given that they were both wearing thick gloves, it wouldn’t have taken much to break free of the grasp, but Piper stopped and turned. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah. Just, you know, I can go back to my car, or we can eat out. You don’t have to—”
“Oh. It’s totally fine.” She grinned. “I mean, unless you’re worried I actually am a vampire and I’m leading you back to a grisly death?”
August scoffed. “No. I just don’t want to put you out.”
“You’re not. I’m offering.”
“Fine, but if I find out you sleep in a freezer, I’m leaving immediately.”
“Oh, don’t worry, being out here is giving me my chill for the day.”
August eyed her. “Maybe I’m not surprised you like the snow.”
Piper laughed. “Well, assuming I’ve hidden my vampire paraphernalia well enough that you decide to stay, we can take a look at your opening lines if you like?”
“On Hummingbird?”
“Yeah.” She grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ll show mine too, so you don’t have to feel weird.”
“Oh, I don’t think there’s a way to do this without feeling weird.”
“Yeah, fair point.” She shook her head and kicked up a bit of snow in front of them, watching the way it glittered in the light. “I’ll show you mine so we can both feel weird together.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“Hey, we made a deal.”
“Yeah, to be the person we could contact after a bad date.”
“Well, we’re friends now. Helping each other get good dates is all a part of that.”
“I’m still not clear on why you aren’t already getting them.”
“And you think I’m the flatterer?” Piper asked with a smirk.
August rolled her eyes. “Just calling it how I see it.”
Piper grinned and nodded towards her building. “We’re up here.”
“Massima’s not going to mind me just bursting in?”
“She’s not home. But she will be devastated that she missed you being here.”
“Your friends sure know how to make someone feel like a celebrity.”
Piper laughed. She supposed she could see that. They were clamoring to meet August, after all. And Massima would have loved to be the first to do so.
She led August up through the building and to her apartment, throwing the door open with a flourish. If her friends were going to make August feel like a celebrity, she was going to have to keep up.
“Nice place,” August said, banging the remaining snow off her boots before she stepped inside.
Piper waved the compliment off, but she was glad August liked it. August could say what she wanted about Piper being cool and collected, but she still felt like August was the cooler one between them—and spending more time with her wasn’t doing anything to challenge that perception.
August wandered through the apartment to the kitchen, stopping by the fridge and turning to Piper with her eyebrows raised.
Piper smirked and gestured for her to go ahead.
She laughed and pulled the freezer door open, not taking her eyes off Piper. Once it was open, she glanced away and quickly back. “Food, huh?”
“Disappointed?” Piper asked, holding back a laugh.
“Not yet. I haven’t checked your bedroom yet. This could all be part of your ruse.”
“I should tell you, it usually takes a few more dates before I invite women into my bedroom.”
August blanched, then blushed rapidly, and groaned. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know.” Piper laughed. “I just couldn’t resist.”
“Oh, my god.”
“But…” She walked towards her bedroom door and held her arm out. “While we’re on the topic, have at it.”
August shook her head, but she walked past Piper into the room, looking around at the decor before her gaze settled on the bed. “Doesn’t look much like a freezer.”
“No? Shame.”
“Is it?” she asked with a laugh.
Piper fell backwards onto the bed, her legs hanging off the end. “Not at all. This is much more comfortable than I imagine a freezer is.” She patted the spot next to her and turned her head to smile as August landed beside her. “Okay. Should we look at these messages?”
August groaned slightly as she pulled her phone out. “Don’t laugh, okay?”
“I won’t,” Piper promised earnestly.
August nodded, unlocked the phone with her fingerprint, and handed it to Piper without even navigating to the app. Piper was impressed with the level of trust.
She didn’t have to search for it, though. August had a notification. Piper clicked on it and smiled at August. “I think you might be doing better than you give yourself credit for.”
“What?”
Piper handed her the phone and watched as August read the message that had come in while they’d been out, walking in the snow together. A message that asked if she wanted to meet up next week.
“Sometimes, one message will get you a whole date,” Piper said.
“Apparently.” She huffed slightly. “No reply for days, and then this happens? I swear it’s just the universe trying to make fun of me.”
“It is not. It’s just a weird coincidence—and it’s someone, correctly, wanting to go on a date with you.”
“So… you think I should say yes?”
Piper sat up and looked at August. “You don’t want to?”
“Ugh. I don’t know.” She stood up and held out a hand to Piper. “What I want right now is a hot drink and some food. I’ll decide after that.”
Piper took her hand and pulled her back into the kitchen. “Reasonable. Never make decisions on an empty stomach.”
“I think that’s when you’re shopping.”
“Doesn’t mean it’s not advice for life.” Piper started pulling out mugs and paused to look at August. “We can talk opening lines after we eat.”
“Oh, you mean when I’ll have about ten other messages?”
Piper laughed. “Maybe. Nothing wrong with sending that energy out into the world so everyone can get back to you right now.”
August shook her head. “Fantastic.” 



CHAPTER TEN
 
Piper’s place was nice. The shared areas were light and open, but with rich burgundy accents that August could only assume had been added by Piper and Massima. Her room, however, had a different feel altogether. It was warm, modern browns, a thick fabric covering on the wall behind her bed, and the opposite wall was filled with shelves of music—CDs, tapes, records. She had them all, and the players to go with them. Somehow, she’d managed to make the space feel luxurious and cohesive rather than cluttered, despite all of the music on display.
It was the kind of room you got an incredible night’s sleep in. And the sublime mattress she had on her bed only added to that. When August had been lying on it, she’d been thinking about how it was even better than the one she’d spent a good month researching and purchasing.
“What does Massima do?” August asked as she sat at the kitchen table and watched Piper dish spaghetti into handcrafted stoneware bowls.
Piper glanced over her shoulder at August. “Interior designer. Why?”
August smiled. That made sense. “Just curious. Your place is very… put together.”
Piper laughed. “Yeah. It was a bright white canvas when we moved in. Which is fine, but it was that almost clinical version of white. Every single thing was the exact same shade. Cold, you know?”
“Well, it’s not cold now.”
She glanced around her own kitchen as if seeing it for the first time again. “Yeah. We’re lucky they were pretty chill about what we wanted to do—so long as it doesn’t wreck the property value and can be returned to white when we move out.”
“So you let an interior designer go ham?”
She shrugged slightly as she carried their bowls to the table. “Kind of, yeah. I mean, I was plenty involved, but Massima was great at knowing exactly which textures we needed and where. All those things the professionals know.”
“So, now, you get to live in a model home.”
She laughed. “I guess. Bit more lived-in than a show home, don’t you think?”
“I do.” August glanced around. “I like this better.”
“Me too. Predictably, I suppose.”
While they ate, Piper didn’t say anything about the app or the reply August had gotten, but August knew it was a topic they were coming back to. Indeed, once they were done and August had insisted on clearing the plates, Piper made them drinks, led August back into the living room, and grinned mischievously.
“So,” she said, curling her legs up under her as she sat and sipped her drink. “Opening lines…”
“Like, in books or movies?” August asked, avoiding her gaze.
“No,” Piper laughed. “You know what I mean.”
“Ugh. I do. And even a reply doesn’t make me think I’m any better at it than I already thought.”
“You did fine with me.”
“You spoke first. So you have the opening line.”
She bobbed her head from side to side, allowing that. “Fair. I guess.” She pulled her phone out. “Here.”
August stared at the phone she was being handed. It was an awful lot of trust to just hand someone your private messages on a dating app. “Should I…?”
“Yeah. Go ahead.”
She was so relaxed about the whole thing that it confused August. She’d always considered herself a fairly confident person, but she had nothing on the chill Piper had about this whole thing.
She looked down at the messages. It didn’t take long to realize that Piper’s approach was to lunge in like they were already beyond the awkward introductory phase. She zeroed in on something interesting on their profile and jumped right into a conversation about it. It wasn’t something August was unfamiliar with, she’d just never thought to do it with strangers. Sure, she’d read their profiles and comment on things, but it was always so stilted and awkward. However, Piper’s approach was like… how August would text her. Piper just acted like whoever she was messaging was someone she already had an existing dynamic with.
And it worked.
People replied in kind. They weren’t awkward and uncomfortable and floundering for conversation. They matched Piper’s energy and it succeeded.
Well, not all of them, of course. There were a few that didn’t match the energy, and those that completely bypassed it in a bid to more overtly hit on her, or—like with August’s recent reply—those who jumped straight to wanting to meet. But, the general trend was a lot better than what August had been experiencing.
“Not too bad, right?” Piper asked when August finally handed her phone back.
“Yeah, no.” August shook her head. “You’re very good at that.”
She laughed. “Thanks. Think you can handle doing something similar?”
“Maybe?”
“Is that a question?”
“Probably?”
She laughed again. “Okay. We’ll practice.”
“Come again,” August said, her voice flat. “We haven’t been matched.”
In truth, August was still curious why they hadn’t. In real life, they got along so well. She couldn’t imagine what was in their profiles that wasn’t coding them as compatible. And she couldn’t deny that she was desperately curious to know what was in Piper’s profile. Perhaps she could have looked when Piper handed her phone over, but she was supposed to be looking at opening lines, doing anything else felt like it was overstepping.
Piper grinned at her and grabbed one of the remotes off the coffee table. After a couple of taps, music started filtering into the room from speakers that were clearly arranged by someone who understood music and sound dynamics better than the average person.
“This playlist is called ‘Queer Bangers’,” Piper said as she put the remote down. “It’ll help loosen you up.”
“You say that but…”
“I’m very good with music. Trust me.”
“I do,” August said, and she meant it, but she simply stared at Piper.
She’d never gone through the whole ‘practice flirting’ phase with her friends. That wasn’t something they did. And it didn’t feel easier just because she was an adult now. If anything, it felt worse. Far more awkward to need practice as an adult. Teenagers were understandable, they were still figuring out life and adulthood and everything that came with it. And, with how many messages August had sent and continued to send in her life, the fact that she needed to practice with a friend felt mortifying.
But, worse, would be sitting down to another meal with Měilíng and having to admit she was doing no better in her dating life.
She let out a heavy sigh and glanced away. “Okay. Fine. Let’s do this.”
Piper smiled triumphantly. “Great. You’re going to do fantastically, I just know it.”
August grimaced. “Well, at least one of us does.”
Piper shot her an impossibly fond look. “It’s just me. And, you know, if that’s more of a hindrance, pretend it isn’t me.”
August laughed. “So, either lean into the fact it is you, or really, really don’t?”
“Pretty much, yeah. Do what works best.”
“But it won’t be you at the end of the messages I send.”
“Pretend it is while you’re sending your opening line. It’ll help get you out of your head.”
August groaned. “Well, we’ll see if it does. Let’s… try it, I guess.”
She smiled again, pausing before diving in. “Okay, so, I’m going to give you some info that might be in my profile and you just react like I do.”
August nodded. She could do that. Probably.
Piper looked around, considering. “Got it. Since childhood, I’ve been a really big fan of clowns.”
August recoiled. “Clowns?”
Piper shot her a look. “Since the first time I met one at a fair, they’ve fascinated me. The colors, the emotions, the fun style choices… They’re just filled with all of these amazing connections to my family and attending fairs.”
“If this is what’s in your actual profile, I’m no longer surprised we haven’t been matched,” August said, shaking her head.
Piper gave her a pointed look and leaned in a little closer, continuing. “I thought about becoming a clown myself, but I worried that would take the joy out of them. You know, if clowning is your nine-to-five, is it any fun anymore?”
“Ugh. Fine.” August laughed and cleared her throat. “One year, for Halloween, my brother’s best friend dressed up as a clown—he was about seven at the time—but he got really weird with it, chasing everyone and screaming, throwing dirt at them. It was quite the production and made a lot of the adults wonder which movies his parents had been letting him watch. Sort of a funny story now, but I haven’t liked clowns since then. Interesting how our childhood experiences impact us as adults, huh?”
Piper smiled. “Good. Next.”
“Wow. You’re quite the drill sergeant.”
“And don’t you forget it.” She chewed her lip momentarily. “Working out is more than a chore to me. It’s my absolute lifestyle. Every free minute I get, I’m in the gym. It’s like my holy place. There’s nothing I can’t face when I’m pumping iron or running on the treadmill.”
“The way your whole body and voice change…” August said, marveling at just how much Piper was embodying each of her characters.
She met August’s gaze intensely. “The sweat, the burn, the gains. There’s nothing else like it in the world.”
“This morning, I was on the treadmill thinking about how cool it would be to follow in Forrest Gump’s tracks and run that same route. I could just feel the challenge in my bones. And consider how much thinking you’d get done while you ran… Amazing.”
Piper laughed, breaking character. “Now you’re getting it.”
August rolled her eyes. “Thank you.”
They went a few more rounds, and the more they did, the easier the replies came. Sure, they weren’t August, but Piper’s examples weren’t her either. They were caricatures and August’s replies were perfect for that. It was simply an activity in easy conversation.
As Piper downed the last of her drink, a sultry song by FLETCHER filled the space around them, and August noticed how low the light had become and how she and Piper had shifted closer together over their conversation.
Piper put her mug on the table and turned back to August with a look in her eyes that August couldn’t quite place but which made her ridiculously eager to hear what Piper was about to say.
“When I was in college, I went to a music festival with my friends. It was actually the first time I’d seen live music,” she shook her head like it was ridiculous she’d waited that long. “Tegan and Sara were playing. I’m pretty sure that was the moment I really… felt at home in who I was. Just this moment of seeing all these queer people—mostly women—singing along and being part of something so wonderful. If I hadn’t gone to that festival, I don’t know if I’d be the person I am today.”
August took a breath, her chest feeling tighter than it should. This one was real, she knew it. She had no idea if it was part of Piper’s actual profile, but, right there, in that room, it was real.
She couldn’t help but imagine a younger, newly out Piper, staring up at Tegan and Sara like her whole life was changing.
She took another breath, smiling softly. “Tegan and Sara, huh? The ship that launched a thousand queers—not ship like that, just to be clear.”
Piper laughed. “Yeah, who can blame us?”
“Indeed. I’m pretty sure mine was while sneakily watching The L Word, but same idea.”
“Ooh, very similar vibes. And, hey, at least neither of us fell for our straight best friend and had to struggle with that whole thing.”
August laughed. “I didn’t say I didn’t do that.”
Piper jolted, her mouth dropping open as she leaned even closer to August. “You fell for your straight best friend?”
“Eh… Does formerly straight still count?”
“Whoa. You really are just living all the stereotypes, aren’t you?”
“What? We all band together even if we don’t realize it.”
“Clearly.” She laughed. “What happened?”
August screwed her face up momentarily, now feeling awkward about the whole memory. “Well, I was pining for a little bit, came out, and she suddenly… had a lot of questions, made a lot of comments about whether I thought she was pretty, why boys didn’t compliment her as well as I did… You know, the standard experience.”
“Oh, my god,” Piper groaned, covering her face with her hands. “It’s painful just thinking about how much she must have been killing you.”
“Yeah. It was… not great.”
She peeked out from between her fingers at August. “So, what happened then?”
“Um…”
“Tell me.”
“Oh, well, um.” August cleared her throat. “At a friend’s birthday party—just like a sleepover kind of thing—they wanted to play hide and seek.”
“I already love where this is going.”
“Yeah, we… ended up in a tiny utility closet together. You know, pressed close, in the dark, all that tension about being found, and about being so close together.”
“And you kissed?”
“And we kissed.”
“Ahh, I knew it. Who kissed who?”
“Are you kidding? She kissed me. As if my gay little self would have made the first move.”
“You don’t make the first move?”
August felt herself blushing. “No, I do—sometimes—now, but, back then? When I thought she was straight and I was hopeless? Absolutely not.”
“Okay, yeah, fair.” She waved a hand in August’s direction. “So, what then?”
“Um. I guess she liked it because we… kept doing it. For quite a while.”
“Amazing.”
“Indeed. Last I heard, she’s still dating women, so, you know, not so straight after all.”
Piper laughed warmly. “You’re her gay awakening.”
“I don’t know if I’d say that.”
“I would. And I’d be right. Took a so-called straight girl and showed her exactly what she was missing.”
“You really are overselling it,” August protested. “We were just teenagers figuring it out, you know?”
She shrugged. “Maybe, but still. Is she the one you’ve had an… interesting time on a table with?”
August choked on her laugh. “She is not.”
“Wow. Just all the girls in all the places, huh?”
“Definitely not.”
“Hmm. That sounds like excuses to me.”
August opened her mouth to point out she hadn’t made a single excuse, but the moment was cut short by the front door of the apartment bursting open and letting in a bright flood of lights that changed the mood in the room.
Massima paused in the doorway. “Oh. Sorry. Hi. Who are you?”
Piper laughed, leaning back from August and seeming perfectly at ease. “Hey, Massima.”
“Why are you sitting in the dark?”
“We’re not.” Piper turned the music off and smiled at Massima. “It just happened to get a little darker while we were sitting here, but it’s only dark if you just came in from the hallway.”
Massima hummed like she didn’t agree. “Sure. Well, I’m putting the lights on, so you two vampires can guard your eyes.”
August and Piper both laughed a little harder than they should and earned a look from Massima, who was still watching August curiously.
“Massima, this is August. August, Massima,” Piper said, gesturing between the two of them.
And, suddenly, Massima’s whole expression shifted. “Well, hello. I’m getting to meet you first? Hermes is going to be so jealous!”
August shot Piper a look, but she simply shook her head fondly.
“He'll meet her soon enough,” she told Massima.
“Should I invite him over now?” Massima started pulling her phone out and August stood up quickly.
“I should probably get going. The snow’s calmed down and I’m giving my brother a ride to work. Don’t want him running all over the city in this weather.”
“Oh,” Massima said, seeming a little disappointed. “Well, that’s very sweet of you. The roads are clear, but it is still pretty cold.”
“Indeed.”
“But you’re welcome over whenever you like. You know, if, when you drop him off, you want to come back over, that would be cool.”
August laughed a little uncomfortably. “That’s very sweet of you, but I should probably go home.”
“Okay, well, if you change your mind, we’ll be here all night.”
“I thought you were going out tonight?” Piper asked her.
Massima waved a hand. “Nah. We canceled because of the weather, but I’d have canceled either way if I knew August was coming over.”
August shifted from side to side. “I don’t know what Piper’s said, but I’m really not that interesting. Don’t ever feel like you need to cancel your plans to hang out with me.”
“Yeah, right,” she said, laughing. “I do what I want.”
“I’m sure you do,” August said, shaking her head.
Piper laughed. “I’ll… see you out.” And she headed towards the door with August, shooting Massima a look on her way. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Massima was eyeing her more than a little excitedly when Piper re-entered their apartment, having walked August most of the way back to her car.
“That was a long goodbye,” she said, grinning widely.
Piper shook her head. “I was walking her back to her car. She doesn’t live around here.”
“And that’s all it was?” She sounded genuinely disappointed.
“Yes? Why would it be anything else?”
Massima scrunched her face up momentarily. “Because you never get this attached to your dates.”
“Ah, but she wasn’t a date.”
“You met her on a date.”
“With someone else,” Piper said pointedly.
Massima rolled her eyes. “I mean, I guess, but does that really matter?”
Piper shot her a look. “A bit, yeah.”
She shook her head. “You have to admit, it does look a little… interesting. You meet her on a date, you text her all the time, and now, I find you two alone here, looking awfully comfortable on the couch together…”
“If we weren’t part of the same friendship group, I’d think you didn’t have any. People hang out. It’s not that weird.”
“Oh, my god. You know that’s different.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m not attracted to my friends.”
Piper tilted her head. “And you’re suggesting August and I are attracted to each other?”
“You sure looked like you are.”
Piper sighed and flopped down onto the sofa. “I was just helping her get used to… opening lines.”
Massima failed to suppress her smile. “You were helping her practice flirting?”
“Not the way I would describe it.”
“Oh, I’m sure it’s not.” She laughed. “But you do have to admit, it does sound a little… suspicious.”
“If I happened to be coaching Hermes on online dating, would you feel the same way?”
“Ha. No. As if anything would ever happen between you two.”
Piper held her hands out, palms up in confusion. “So, what’s different with August? I’m bi. On paper, I’m equally as likely to go for Hermes as I am August.”
“Absolutely not. Even putting aside the fact that he’s gay.” She laughed, clearly imagining the train wreck that would be Piper and Hermes being interested in each other romantically. “I don’t know, you just… look at her differently than you do him.”
“You got that from two minutes of seeing us interact?”
“You know what I mean.”
“I really don’t.”
“Just that… I can see you liking her. I can see her liking you. There’s… I don’t know, a charge between you that’s literally never been there with Hermes, so it’s a different conversation.”
Piper sighed. She’d gone through basically the same conversation with Hermes himself, and here was Massima making her do it again, but, this time, with imagined evidence from seeing them together. “I think you were just picking up a weird vibe from the fact that we were helping her get used to sending opening lines that were flirty enough for a dating app.”
Massima laughed. “It’s as if you really don’t know that’s kind of a weird thing to do. Even you have to admit that’s the kind of thing that would happen in a book or a movie and then they’d just fall for each other instead.”
“Well, we can all be grateful we’re not in a movie, can’t we?”
“So, you’re trying to convince me you don’t think she’s attractive at all?”
Piper looked around. “I don’t think I said that. When did I say that?”
Massima’s mouth dropped open momentarily. “You just said you weren’t attracted to her!”
“I’m not attracted to you, but I know you’re gorgeous. Same for Hermes and Shea.”
Massima yanked a tissue out of its box, scrunched it up, and threw it at Piper. “You are so annoying.”
Piper laughed. “Thank you. But I’m failing to see what I did wrong.”
“You think August’s attractive?”
“Objectively, she is.”
“But you’re not attracted to her?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure.”
And she had been, right up until she’d answered. The last syllable of her insistence felt very slightly off, like it was something bitter in the back of her throat. She didn’t know why, though. She hadn’t been lying. August was beautiful, but they really were just friends.
She shook her head. This was Massima’s fault. If she’d taken Piper at her word, like Hermes had done, she wouldn’t be overthinking and making herself feel like she was lying.
You could absolutely know that someone was attractive without being attracted to them. That was a thing. She knew it was. She’d felt like that about plenty of people.
She was going to Google it later.
Massima huffed and seemed to give up. “Ugh. Fine. You’re so boring.”
“Thank you?” Piper said, bewildered.
“No. You’re not. I’m sorry. I just… thought this was the one. There was so much tension in here when I walked in. I don’t think I’ve ever had that much tension with anyone in my life—maybe except for my morning coffee, because that relationship is on another level.”
Piper breathed a laugh. “I think you were just thrown by the low lights and the fact that August is, objectively, beautiful, and that I had, technically, met her on a date. Drawing conclusions that are potentially logical but don’t need to be there.”
She hummed. “I guess. I just think you two look great together and you obviously like each other as people. That feels like a great start for a relationship.”
“I’m sure it is. I look forward to testing the theory when I eventually meet someone to do that with. And August will be there, cheering me on from the sidelines. Just as I’ll be cheering her on when it happens for her.”
Massima shot her a doubtful look, holding it for slightly too long to be comfortable, before she deflated. “Fine. I’m still bragging to Hermes that I met her first, though.”
“Maybe he won’t even care.”
“It’s Hermes, of course he will.”
“I mean, he offered to potentially house her brother. He might be about to see more of her than any of us.”
Massima furrowed her brow and looked at Piper like she was being ridiculous. “There’s no way she’s going to spend more time hanging out with her brother and Hermes than she does with you.”
“Why not? She and Ford are close.”
“You’re so oblivious it hurts sometimes.”
Piper threw the balled-up tissue back at her. “Rude.”
“Required.”
She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “If you say so.”
Piper wandered into the kitchen. Massima’s insistence still poked in her mind because, when she glanced into her own room, she was reminded of lying on the bed with August. But she’d shared a bed with plenty of her friends over the years, and she’d sat on beds with even more of them. It didn’t mean anything.
She and August were helping each other get dates with other people. They wouldn’t be doing that if there was anything between them. She’d know if there was something between them.
She took a deep breath and moved to put the kettle on. Her friends were messing with her head. That was all it was. Simply because she usually met people and never saw them again. One time she stayed in touch with someone and everyone’s brain went straight to dating.
Perhaps that was fair when they had, technically, met via a dating app.
◆◆◆
When she woke up the next morning, Piper hated Massima’s line of questioning even more than she had the night before.
After the initial quizzing, they’d settled in and had a perfectly lovely evening together—punctuated by Hermes being a little jealous that Massima had met August first and demanding that, next time, they all get to meet her. As if Piper was going to send an emergency text to their friend group the second August stepped into the apartment so they could all descend upon her. She had, however, appreciated her friends being so excited about August and meeting her.
That appreciation, though, had also waned in the night.
Her dreams had been filled with August. Flirting with her, touching her, kissing her…
Somehow, Massima and Hermes had gotten so into Piper’s head over the whole thing that she was now making things supremely awkward by dreaming about August—intimately.
She wasn’t entirely sure how she was supposed to face the woman now without feeling incredibly guilty. She’d dreamed of her friends before but never quite like that. What did you even say to someone when your brain had been providing its interpretation of what they looked like naked?
She’d mostly been hoping to just forget about it. Then, Massima walked into the kitchen while Piper was in there.
“Morning. Did you sleep well?” she asked, perfectly normally and innocently, and, instead of reacting like a normal person, Piper had inhaled her coffee.
“Yes,” she said eventually, still choking.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” She looked Piper over with concern, her hands reaching towards her helplessly, knowing there was nothing she could do.
Piper waved her off. “You didn’t. I just, uh, accidentally inhaled my coffee.”
“Sounds unhealthy.”
“Feels unhealthy too, honestly.”
“I can imagine.” She shook her head. “Just… lost in your own world?”
“Apparently,” Piper said, glad that choking had likely made her red in the face because she was certain she must be blushing.
She’d been pushing the dreams out of her mind with so much force, she hadn’t even heard Massima approaching. But, when Massima asked how she’d slept, her brain had functioned like a rubber band snapping and had catapulted all the memories she was trying to forget front and center in her mind. Crystal clear, high-definition memories that she absolutely had no interest in sharing with Massima. They felt so vivid she was certain Massima could see them too—even if she knew that was physically impossible. Knowing Massima, the fear was that she’d take one look at Piper and just know.
But, no. She simply watched Piper with concern and nobody mentioned anything about illicit dreams. Nobody mentioned anything about August naked, or how she kissed, or how Piper had insisted they were just friends right before she spent all night dreaming of the woman.
She was never telling her friends about anyone ever again. All she’d done was make a platonic friend and now she was having sex dreams? The whole thing was ridiculous.
“Hermes is coming over tonight,” Massima said once she was certain Piper was physically okay. “So, you know, if you wanted to bring August over again, that’d be cool.”
That wasn’t happening.
Piper cleared her throat. “I’m pretty sure she said she was busy tonight.”
“Oh.” She frowned slightly. “With what?”
“A date.”
“Oh.”
August had said nothing of the sort, but Piper could already feel the tension that would be August back here, potentially in Piper’s room at some point, with both Massima and Hermes watching them for any sign there was something romantic between them, making little comments… That was not Piper’s idea of a good time.
Massima made her coffee and some breakfast, a small crease between her brows the entire time. Finally, when she was done, she sat at the table with Piper and said, “Well, you should invite her over later this week.”
“I’m sure she’s busy with work.”
“But you don’t know that she is. You can at least ask.”
“Must I?” Piper muttered, mostly for herself.
“Yes.” Massima nodded decisively. “She might need a night with friends. She might be waiting for you to ask.”
“She doesn’t know you. That’s not a night with friends. That’s a night with strangers. And strangers who have repeatedly accused her of being interested in the one friend she does have in the group.”
“Oh, my god. We’re not going to say those things to her face.” She shook her head. “And, if you say you’re just friends, I believe you.”
Piper narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t believe me last night.”
“I know,” she sighed. “And that was unfair. I’m sorry. I thought I saw something between you and I wanted good things for you. But that was unfair of me. If you say you’re not interested and the two of you are just friends, I believe you.”
Piper bit back her emotions. How nice of Massima to come around after she’d wreaked havoc on Piper’s brain, sleep, and peace.
She did appreciate the apology, though.
She sipped her coffee again and nodded. “Okay. Well, I guess I can invite her over at some point.”
“Do it now.”
“I’m not inviting her over at this time in the morning.”
Massima looked at her deadpan. “Not like that. Invite her over tomorrow, but send the invite now.”
“That’s not necessary.”
“It totally is. She’s your friend, we’re your friends, and we want to integrate her into the group.”
“Maybe she doesn’t want to integrate.”
“Sure she does. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have come over here. I’m assuming she knows we live together, so she had to have known there was a chance we’d meet.”
“That was more of a… weather thing. It was snowing, this place was here.”
“Whatever. It doesn’t matter. Just invite her over.”
Piper looked at Massima. She looked genuinely excited and apologetic. Maybe, on some level, this was her way of making amends for pushing the notion that they were interested in each other. She’d had a night to think about it and realized just how wrong that had been. And, now, she really was just excited to make another friend.
That was nice. Piper shouldn’t have been trying to avoid that.
And she wasn’t. Not really. She was merely attempting to avoid immediately texting and inviting over the person she’d been… romancing in her dreams. But, if she wanted things to be normal, she had to act like they were normal. And texting August was normal.
She sighed. “Fine. I’ll text her and ask if she wants to hang out on Friday. But, not here. It’s less pressure if we do it on neutral ground rather than bring her here and ambush her with everyone.”
Massima laughed. “There’s not that many of us.”
“Maybe not, but you know what I’m talking about. We’ll do it somewhere… public, somewhere she can easily leave if she needs to.”
“I don’t think she’s going to feel the need to escape, but sure, whatever you want.” She clasped her hands together. “I’m so excited. I’m going to tell Hermes about it immediately.”
“We don’t even know if it’s happening yet. Don’t you want to wait?”
“Absolutely not.”
Piper nodded slowly, looking down at her phone. Absolutely not. Everyone was getting right on this whole thing. So… no time like the present to text the person you’d been dreaming about. Right? 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Měilíng caught August on the way out of their office building. Her heels clicked rapidly as she ran across the marble floor and announced her impending arrival even before she called August’s name.
“Everything okay?” August asked, slightly concerned. She’d known Měilíng could run in heels, but she hadn’t been expecting it across the marble lobby of their company’s building.
Měilíng smiled. “Everything’s great.” She looped her arm through August’s. “Let’s get coffee.”
“I don’t think I have time, sorry.”
“Just a quick one?”
August laughed. “You know, sure.”
“Great.” She led them towards the exit. “What’s got you so busy on a Tuesday night?”
August scrunched her nose up. “A date.”
“That’s great!” She paused at the look on August’s face. “Why don’t you look excited?”
“Eh. I don’t know.”
“You don’t like the person you’re meeting?”
“How could I dislike them? I don’t even know them.”
“I knew I liked Noah before we met.”
August laughed. “Yes, well, as we’ve covered, you two are very much exceptions to the rules.”
“Come on,” Měilíng said. “I’ll drive.”
“I need to—”
“I’ll bring you back to your car as soon as you’re done with your coffee.”
August shot her a grateful smile and let herself be led towards the familiar sleek, black sedan.
As soon as they were inside, Měilíng shot her a look. “So, what’s the problem with the date?”
August frowned. She wasn’t even sure how to explain it. Luckily, Měilíng knew her well enough to give her the space to think, and started driving, leaving the car in silence until August was ready to voice her concerns—even if she couldn’t quite name them exactly.
“It’s…” August sighed heavily. “I wish I knew. I guess, gut instinct, we’re not going to be a good match and there’s something a little… depressing, I suppose, about going into a date knowing that but still feeling like I have to go because if I lose hope, what am I left with?”
Měilíng shot her a sad, sympathetic look. “I’m so sorry it’s not going well.”
“It’s really fine.” August waved a hand, batting the apology away. “These things happen. I’m hardly the only one going through it.”
Indeed, she’d made a whole pact and, later, a friend, from the fact that there were other people struggling with the exact same thing she was. That didn’t stop it from feeling weird when she wasn’t getting good dates, though.
At least she was getting dates, she supposed.
“I really was lucky with Noah, huh?” Měilíng said with a wince. “I was so hoping you’d have the same luck.”
August laughed. “I’m glad you were lucky. And I didn’t have any delusions that I would be the same.”
“Don’t say that,” Měilíng insisted sadly as she pulled into a parking lot. “You’re wonderful and you deserve good things.”
August smiled, grateful for Měilíng’s belief in her. “Well, maybe tonight will be the one after all.”
Měilíng shook her head and got out of the car, waiting for August. “You don’t have to say that just to appease me,” she said when August joined her.
“And you don’t have to feel bad because it went easily for you. I’m genuinely so happy for you and Noah.”
Měilíng smiled and nodded but then stayed quiet, pensive the whole time they were ordering and moving to sit down. August supposed that, when they’d met for lunch, she had tried to be optimistic about the whole thing. Now, things were taking a slight… turn.
She sipped her drink carefully as she waited for whatever it was Měilíng was working towards.
Eventually, she took a breath and looked at August. “Do you regret taking my advice to use Hummingbird?”
“No,” August frowned. “Why would I?”
“Well…” Měilíng chewed her bottom lip momentarily, hesitating. “You’d been out of the dating scene for a minute, you were adamantly against apps and things, and I kind of forced you into it.”
August barked a laugh. “You did not.”
“I mean, I kind of did…”
“Měilíng, you absolutely did not. You heard about something that was working for people, it worked for you, and you told me about it. I could have refused. Hell, I could quit it any time I want.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course I am. I know I’ve been… resistant to dating in the last few years, but it was time to get back out there and, even if it’s not going as well as it did for you, I’m glad to be trying.”
Měilíng studied her, a concerned pucker between her brows. “Well, you know, Valentine’s Day is just a few weeks away. There’s probably lots of people looking for love, and I’m sure you’ll find the right one amongst all of that.”
August laughed. “I’m not desperate to have someone by then, don’t worry.”
“You deserve it, though. You deserve to have someone looking after you, someone who really cares about you. Especially after—”
“It’s really okay.” She held up a hand. “It was a good relationship that went bad. That’s all.”
Měilíng adjusted how she was sitting, straightening up slightly. “Well…”
August shook her head. “Fine. It wasn’t… great in the end. And it’s taken a while to… want to get back out there. But this way isn’t a bad way to do that. Maybe it’s… exactly what I needed. Nothing too much too fast, you know? Meet different people, take it slowly. Ease back in.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I am.” August smiled. She really meant it.
She’d known she was ready when she agreed to try the app, but it was nice to feel how far she’d come. There’d been a moment after her breakup where she’d wondered if she’d ever want to date again, but maybe that was just breakups. Nothing ever ended because of good things, and even when it was the right thing to do, it left its mark and took time to heal. And August was there. She’d stayed away for fear of being hurt, for going through the motions over and over again, only to be rejected in the end. But here she was, dating, and okay with it not going well. That was definitely a good thing. And maybe that was all she needed as a Valentine’s Day gift to herself.
Měilíng watched her for a long moment before she smiled. “I’m really happy for you.” She sipped her drink and pressed her lips together briefly. “So… What kind of woman are you looking for? Really?”
August laughed. “You think I lied to you over lunch?”
“No. I just think you weren’t… as far along as you are now.”
“It wasn’t that long ago.”
Měilíng shook her head. “I know that. But you’re just being difficult. Something has changed since then, and I want to know if your tastes have changed as a result.”
“My tastes?”
“Your tastes, your answer, whatever. You can tell me, August. We’re friends.”
August sucked in a breath, looking Měilíng over. She nodded. “Right. Well, um, I suppose most of the answer is still the same.”
“Kind, interesting, funny, easy to get along with…?”
“Yes. I guess I just want someone I feel… comfortable with.” She hadn’t said that before. She’d been nonchalant and casual, but she’d admitted more to Piper, and Měilíng was her friend. Besides, didn’t everyone want someone they could just be themselves with?
Piper lingered in her mind. How easily being honest about what she wanted, what scared her, and what she struggled with had come when she was talking to Piper. Maybe it was because Piper hadn’t been there for all the past shit. Piper hadn’t been there through the collapse of her previous relationship and hadn't seen her in that painful vulnerability. But would that really have made a difference? Would it bother her if Piper knew? If Piper had seen her broken by that whole thing? She wasn’t sure.
Maybe it was just something about Piper. Maybe they just understood each other.
Maybe August was looking for someone who made her feel like Piper did, just… less platonic.
But, what if Piper did show up in her matches? Would she really reject it? Just the idea of it felt wrong. And that felt like it meant something. If they’d met on an actual date, would she be so insistent that what was between them was only platonic? When she thought Piper was her date, she had been… interested.
Měilíng laughed. “Where have you gone?”
August blinked. “Sorry. I just…”
Měilíng narrowed her eyes, looking positively glowing. “Have you actually met someone?”
“No.” She said it too quickly, too high-pitched. Why did it feel like she was lying when she wasn’t?
“You have!” Měilíng laughed. “Tell me everything. Is that who the date tonight is with?”
“No, no. No. No. No, no, no.”
“One ‘no’ would have sufficed, you know?” she said, smirking.
“No.”
Měilíng laughed. “I don’t think that counts.”
“Do you not?” August shook her head. “I don’t know why I… reacted like that.”
“Because you like someone, is my guess.”
“I don’t. I just—”
“Like someone but don’t want to admit it?” She frowned and tilted her head, examining August’s expression.
“It’s not that. At all.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what came over me. When you asked, it suddenly felt like I was lying, but I was just thinking about a friend. I wasn’t lying.”
Měilíng hummed and pursed her lips. August wasn’t sure she liked the expression, but Měilíng just nodded and dropped it.
“Well,” she said, sitting back in her seat, “if anything changes, you can let me know. I’m here and I’m your friend. I care about you.”
August smiled and finished her drink. “I appreciate it.”
Měilíng nodded at the mug. “Do you need to get back? So you can get to an actual date and not a friend?”
August narrowed her eyes slightly at the emphasis she put on the last word but didn’t say anything. They were moving on from that conversation and commenting would just open the door again. “Probably.”
Měilíng grinned. “Well, I’m keeping everything crossed for you tonight.”
“I’m sure you are,” August laughed as she watched Měilíng finish her drink.
She wasn’t any more excited about her date than she had been before, but she was more than a little confused about the tiny spark she felt imagining calling Piper after the date to discuss how badly it had gone—and to, maybe, go over this conversation with Měilíng. And wasn’t that unusual?
◆◆◆
“Come on. Let’s go,” a cute redhead said as she appeared beside August.
Her sudden appearance was a little jarring given that August was waiting outside a bar on a dark street and had been expecting her date to come walking towards the bar, as opposed to appearing from inside to immediately speak into August’s ear.
August looked at her with wild eyes. “Sorry?”
She laughed and took her phone out. “Black coat, brown hair, outside the bar… I assume it’s you I’m meeting.”
August stared at the conversation the woman pulled up, seeing her own words sent to her date. “Oh. Right. Where are we going?”
“Dancing,” the woman said, taking August’s arm and pulling her away from the bar.
“Oh.” August allowed herself to be led along, puzzled. They’d agreed they were going to the bar she’d been waiting outside of. Nothing about dancing or another location.
She felt like her instincts about this date had been right on the money. She didn’t mind spontaneity, she didn’t mind dancing, but she did mind someone misleading her on the first date. She did mind someone whose name she didn’t even know dragging her along to an unplanned location. And, if she was honest, she did mind people who weren’t communicative with plans. Sure, that had arisen from bad experiences with her ex, but it was part of who August was now. And who she was was a woman who needed communication.
The redhead seemed fun and she was pretty, but none of that put August at ease. Maybe everything was above board. However, she wasn’t naive. It was not best practice to allow strangers to drag you off in the dark, no matter how innocent they seemed.
She pulled her phone out, still being led along by the woman in question, and hesitated only for a second before pulling up her chat with Piper. She could have picked Ford. She could have picked Měilíng. But she didn’t want to. Piper would understand, Piper would get it. Piper was the one she had a deal with for these dates. She was the obvious choice.
Without overthinking it further, she shared her location, typed, On a date. Just in case, and slipped her phone back in her pocket.
“Have you ever taken dance lessons before?” the redhead asked, glancing briefly back at August.
“When I was a kid,” August said. She didn’t have especially fond memories of her time as a ballet dancer, but she’d been about five and her teacher had been uncommonly strict.
The woman laughed. “Great, well, tonight we’re going to a rumba class.” She winked over her shoulder at August. “I thought that was fitting for a date.”
“Great,” August said, her voice a little flat. “Why rumba?” She didn’t know enough about dance to pick up whatever it was the woman felt was both obvious and worthy of a wink.
“It’s the sexiest, most romantic dance. It’s a dance of love.”
“Love?” August’s eyebrows shot up her head. “Optimistic.”
The woman laughed again. “Don’t worry, love can be just for the night, too.”
“Ah.” August sighed. This hadn’t been exactly what she’d been imagining for this date, but she had been right this wasn’t the one. There was someone out there absolutely perfect for the redheaded woman—multiple people, probably—but it wasn’t August. She felt too much like she’d been kept in the dark about who this woman was, and that just wasn’t working for her at this point in her life.
They made it upstairs into a dance studio, joining about ten other couples and a pair of teachers. August eyed everyone’s shoes. She could dance in the dark brogue boots she was wearing but they weren’t exactly dance shoes. She was glad to see other people in similar footwear.
Her date slipped her coat off and stood in position, motioning August to join her. “I’m Eva,” she said with a grin when August stood in front of her. “What’s your name?”
“August. It’s nice to meet you.”
“Ha. Not often you meet August in winter.”
August nodded slightly. “Indeed. Though, of course, I spend every day with August.”
“Hm. Well, I’m more interested in nights with August.” She stepped slightly closer. “I love those long, hot summer nights.”
August’s chest felt tight. The connection wasn’t there. She didn’t feel like herself. She felt cornered and unclear about who Eva was and what she wanted.
The instructors started talking and August attempted to follow. The dance was beautiful and the instructors great, but she couldn’t help thinking that she’d enjoy it better with someone else. It wasn’t Eva’s fault. She was clear about what she wanted once they met, even if she hadn’t been in their initial communications, but August wasn’t feeling it. Once her walls went up, she had a hard time letting them down again.
And Eva could tell.
The longer they danced, and the more they talked, the less attention she paid to August, finally going so far as to ask for the instructors to step in and show her a few moves more personally.
As Eva stepped away and the instructor with a short Afro stepped in to replace her, August relaxed. She wished she’d caught their names, though.
“Enjoying the class?” the woman asked.
August smiled. “You’re both incredible instructors.”
She smiled sympathetically. “If it makes you feel better, Eva's here every week. Not every date goes well and that’s okay. She’s not going to be weird about it if you’re not feeling it.”
“That obvious, huh?”
She scrunched her nose. “A little, but she always asks to dance with Rosa when she isn’t feeling it. Kind of helps smooth things over, let you down easy.”
“Ah.” Relief flooded through August. They’d never work. She needed clear communication, she needed safety, and Eva didn’t. Neither way was better, they just weren’t suited to one another.
“Well, at least you aren’t into it either,” the instructor laughed. “Much more awkward when one person is and the other isn’t.”
“You’re not wrong there.”
She smiled widely. “For what it’s worth, you’re not bad at this. If you want to come back for another class, Thursday nights are your best bet. Eva never comes on Thursdays.”
August nodded, following her lead as they moved to the music. She doubted she’d be back, but, if she needed an idea for another date, it wasn’t a bad suggestion. There was a time limit on it, something to focus on, and, while the closeness could be a little awkward, it was, clearly, an efficient way of finding out if you were suited to someone. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
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Piper looked up from her book as people began leaving the dance studio across the street. If August’s date had turned around and was now going well, Piper’s presence was potentially about to be pretty awkward. However, she’d rather that than ignore whatever feeling had forced August to send her location. She hadn’t done that before. Piper knew the feelings that prompted such a move, and she’d much rather appear unnecessarily than leave August feeling alone if she needed help.
Most of the people leaving were in pairs. It didn’t take long to spot August leaving alone.
Piper sat up straighter, watching August closely.
Apparently sensing the attention, August looked around, tracking the pair of eyes she could undoubtedly feel watching her. When she landed on Piper, sitting in the window of the café opposite, she smiled and tilted her head, a slightly bewildered look crossing her face.
Piper grinned as she watched August cross the street and head towards her in the café.
“Random late-night craving for a coffee?” August asked, amused, as she stood behind the bar stool beside Piper’s.
“Hot chocolate, actually,” Piper said lightly, looking up at her.
August bit her lip as she leaned over, looking into Piper’s mug. “My mistake.”
“I’ll forgive you.”
“Thank goodness for that. I would have been heartbroken otherwise.”
“I’m sure you would.” Piper laughed. “I figured it was safer to be nearby, just in case.”
August winced. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”
“I’m glad you messaged. I’d rather you were safe and supported than…” Piper shook her head. “Well, you know.”
“Mm. Thank you. For showing up. I’m still sorry for getting you out on a cold night.”
“I can drink hot chocolate and read anywhere. This is as nice a place as any to do that. And, besides, this way I get to see you all dressed up.”
August blushed, looking towards the counter. “You met me when I was going on a date. You’ve seen me dressed like this before.”
Piper breathed a laugh. With the way Massima and Hermes had been messing with her head lately, she knew she absolutely shouldn’t have been doing anything approaching flirting, but August had clearly had a bad date and Piper didn’t want her whole evening to be a write-off.
Besides, complimenting your friends wasn’t that weird.
“I’m going to get a drink,” August said, nodding towards the counter. “Do you want anything else?”
Piper shook her head and picked up her mug. “I’m good.”
This close to closing, the café wasn’t busy and it only took a couple of minutes before August was back—carrying a drink and a packet of biscotti.
“One for you, one for me,” she said, handing the packet to Piper. “In gratitude for showing up.”
“That’s not necessary. But I’m not going to say no to biscotti.”
August laughed, took her coat off, and slid onto the stool beside Piper, eyeing the book Piper had placed face-down. “Good book?”
Piper hummed. “Rachel Lacey. I love the bisexual rep.”
August smiled and picked it up, reading the blurb.
“So… bad date?” Piper asked, dipping her biscotti into the remaining hot chocolate.
August groaned quietly. “Honestly, not that terrible. Well, compared to when I dropped you my location and wondered what the hell was going on as a random woman dragged me away from the location we’d agreed on without so much as giving me her name…”
“Jesus, August.”
“It’s okay. She was just… enthusiastic, I guess. But, yeah, the date was at least legitimate—a rumba class, which is actually pretty cool. It wasn’t a good match, though.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m not. She was looking for fun and quick. I wasn’t.” She shot Piper a look. “I did get invited back for another lesson, though.”
“Oh, yeah? With the same woman?”
“Ha. No.” She set Piper’s book back down. “One of the teachers. Said I was okay at it—the dancing.”
“Damned by faint praise.”
August laughed. “Okay, she said I wasn’t bad at it, but, you know, in that way that isn’t insulting.”
Piper dropped her chin onto her hand, watching August with a warm smile. “So, you’re amazing at it and just trying to be humble?”
“I’m definitely not amazing at it!”
“Mm. I don’t believe you. Maybe you’ll have to show me to prove your point.”
August looked around wildly. “Here?”
“No,” Piper giggled. “I wouldn’t do that to you. But, you know, maybe at my place after?”
August sucked in a sharp breath. “Right. Well. Uh. My place is closer.”
Piper fought against the twisting in her stomach. August was her friend. She’d talked at length with Massima about how it wasn’t weird that they spent time together. But it was hard to deny the spark with the way August spoke and the way she’d sucked in that breath.
Piper had spent so much time trying to tell herself that it was just Massima and Hermes messing with her head, but… what if it wasn’t? What if she happened to be the problem?
She’d been happy when she thought August was her date. They’d fallen quickly into a rhythm with each other, she’d been flirty, she’d thought August was attractive. And then she’d put that all away because August wasn’t her date. She’d pulled away from all of that so that they could be friends. But…
She shook her head. “You don’t mind dancing in front of Ford, then?”
August laughed. “He’s not there tonight.”
“Oh? He’s doing okay?”
“Eh. He insisted on going home for the night. The pressure is off for the time being, but, as far as I can tell, they’re still treating him like a personal chef.”
Piper winced. “I’m sorry. You know, you should bring him along on Friday.”
“When I meet your friends?”
“Yeah. Have him meet Hermes, maybe start that ball rolling?”
August sighed, sagging slightly. “I still don’t know if he’s there. He says he wants to stick it out.”
Without really thinking about it, Piper reached out to caress August’s arm. “Well, even if he isn’t, at least they’d know each other if the time did come.”
“Yeah. Maybe you’re right.” She chewed her lip before downing some of her drink a little too quickly. “I don’t get it, but he has to make his own decisions.”
The weight of everything she carried was clear to see. It broke Piper’s heart, and she could only imagine what it was doing to August.
Piper moved her hand down until she was squeezing August’s fingers. “He knows you’re there for him and that you care. That’s the best thing you can do. And it’s the only thing you can do.”
“I guess. I just… it’s not like he can go to our parents, what with… everything.”
“I know he appreciates you being there for him. But he is also an adult, and it’s not your responsibility to be his parent,” Piper pointed out gently.
August nodded. “I know. I just… feel so unbelievably guilty. They supported me through college and, just because he’s doing things a little differently, they’re… Well, you know.”
“The problem is them. Not you.”
“You think?”
Piper nodded. “Definitely.”
August bobbed her head, moving her gaze to the place where Piper’s hand rested on top of her own. Piper’s heart pounded and nothing about it felt particularly platonic.
It would be just her luck to develop a crush on the friend she’d made while trying to date other people.
Her mind felt oddly bare as she watched August staring at their connected hands. Somewhere deep inside, she knew she was being weird about it, but her brain felt like a weird game of Pong where the question of whether or not she should pull her hand back bounced from side to side in an otherwise empty space. It was one of the weirder sensations she’d ever experienced and she couldn’t honestly say it felt bad—though, she couldn’t honestly say anything at all, lost as she was in the whole thing.
Eventually, August sucked in a breath, looked up, and twisted her hand so she could briefly squeeze Piper’s in return. “Thank you,” she breathed, and Piper was certain she wasn’t imagining the loaded, intimate tone in her voice.
They both cleared their throats at the same time and pulled their hands back, and Piper almost laughed at how very implicating that was. However, she had no interest in ruining the friendship they’d been building, so she left it hanging there. August was having a rough night and had spent so long carrying the weight of her parents’ shit treatment of Ford that it was highly possible she was just emotional and Piper happened to be there.
August stood up. “Come on, let’s get out of here before they’re closing up around us.”
Piper breathed a laugh, glancing around the place. There were still two other patrons in the café but things were definitely winding down for the night.
They walked back to August’s with a confusingly comfortable and electric silence between them—at least from Piper’s side. Her brain couldn’t comprehend that August might be feeling like something was different between them tonight too, but she didn’t know how else she’d explain the silence and the energy between them.
It didn’t take long. August really did live close by, and she hadn’t been lying when she’d said it was closer than Piper’s place. Piper had taken the subway over to the café. She’d had no idea she was within walking distance of August’s place.
The loaded energy between them finally broke when they got to August’s door and a small, ginger cat was sitting beside it like a furry guard.
“Hello, Melon,” August said warmly, bending down to stroke the cat, who instantly dropped onto its back and tried to attack her hand.
Piper laughed. “Melon? That’s a good name for a cat.”
“He’s not mine. I actually don’t know who he belongs to, but he likes to roam the building. It’s like being the chosen one when he sits by your door.”
“Well, congrats on being the special one tonight. Maybe he knew you were out on a dodgy date and wanted to look after you.”
August stood back up, shooting Piper a look. “You’re not that dodgy.”
Piper laughed. “I’m glad you think so. Maybe one day I’ll be chosen by a cat as cool as Melon too.”
“I don’t know,” she teased as she unlocked her apartment door. “Melon’s pretty special.”
“That’s true. I only just met him, but it’s clear he’s one in a million.”
August led the way into the apartment, glancing over her shoulder at Piper. “Oh, now you’re just trying to butter him up and make him love you more than he loves me.”
“Hey, whatever it takes to be the chosen one.”
She laughed. “Well, you’re competing with a whole building full of people.”
“Actually, I’m competing with you. You’re the one he’s chosen.”
She moved around the place, taking her coat off and turning on a couple of low lights. “He’ll be onto someone else by morning.”
“His loss.”
Piper looked around the space. It was sleek, clean, and modern, cast in deep, seductive shadows by the low lighting, and she couldn’t help but feel like August was doing that on purpose. Of course, the café they’d come from had been filled with moody, almost romantic, evening lights, but it felt different in public than it did in August’s apartment.
She hung her coat on the spare hook by the door. “Nice place.”
August smiled. “Glad you approve.”
“Does it have a sound system? Speakers?”
“Ever the musician, huh?”
“Not a musician. I just work in music.”
“Hm. I don’t know if it’s all that different.” She shook her head. “But, yeah, there’s a Bluetooth speaker you can connect to.”
Piper pulled her phone out, going through the process of connecting to the speaker and looking up a rumba playlist. When the music started, she held out a hand to August, who had dropped onto the edge of the sofa. “Show me what you’ve got then?”
August laughed, the sound tinged with embarrassment. “You know I’ve only had one class.”
“Something tells me you’re a quick study.”
“How could you possibly know that?” she asked, but she took Piper’s hand and allowed herself to be pulled up to standing.
“I clearly know you better than you realize,” Piper said, a little lost in the intense look August was giving her, and painfully aware of where their hands were connected again.
“You sure you want to do this?” August asked, her brown eyes intense and wondrous as she looked directly at Piper.
“Get a secondhand dance lesson? Absolutely.”
August clamped her lips together for a moment before moving further into Piper’s space. “Okay, but remember, it’s no replacement for the real thing. And if you want the real thing, I’m reliably informed Thursday nights are the ones to pick if you don’t want to run into my date from this evening.”
Part of Piper had already forgotten there had been a whole other woman August had been on a date with tonight. That probably wasn’t great of her.
August took a steady breath before she slipped a hand to Piper’s waist, and even through the sweater she was wearing, Piper burned as if August had touched her skin directly. With her free one, she directed Piper’s hands, her voice barely more than a whisper, and she avoided Piper’s gaze.
The air in the room felt thick. Piper’s heart was pounding and she felt lightheaded. It had been a very long time since she’d been on a date with anyone who made her feel even close to this much—and they weren’t even on a date.
After a moment of holding position, August looked Piper directly in the eyes. “We’re going to move like this,” she whispered, moving her body to demonstrate. “I’ll lead and you can just… follow.”
“Okay,” Piper murmured, and she wasn’t unaware of the needy edge in her voice. She could only hope August was.
They waited for a moment before August counted them in and then she moved them. Long, measured, sensuous movements. Their bodies flowed like water together, something driving and beautiful passing between them.
Piper had to hand it to August’s date, rumba lessons had been an incredibly intimate choice for a date. She could imagine exactly how electrifying a class would be, how much tension it would build up, and how, with the right person, it would have been the most incredible night.
August turned them on the spot, and Piper went willingly with her, their bodies pressed close together, August’s hand soft and warm in her own. Piper’s heart was pounding so painfully and obviously that she knew August must be able to feel it. And her whole body jolted when August’s fingers flexed against her waist.
She was pretty sure she’d had sex that was less erotic than this. 
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August had no idea what was going on. But she liked it.
The lights were low and the music soft, filling the space around them. Dancing with Piper was a million miles away from how the dance class had been—she could barely believe it had only been a couple of hours since then.
She walked Piper through another move she’d learned in the class, one that pulled them apart, arms twisting and bending gracefully in the air, before moving back together again. They didn’t even need words now, moving like they were two halves of the same whole.
August’s heart pounded painfully. She’d been worried and disappointed in her date because of the lack of communication. How was it that the same thing now felt electric and intoxicating?
Because this isn’t a lack of communication. The thought rang out in her skull like a bell. Their communication wasn’t verbal, but they were communicating more than August had ever communicated with anyone. They understood each other. They understood what the other was thinking, what they wanted.
Her breath caught. Did that mean Piper was feeling all of the things it seemed like she was? All of the things August was feeling?
Her hand found Piper’s hip—soft and warm and enveloped in worn-in denim—and every part of her felt like she’d been made to touch that hip. August had never wanted anything as much as she wanted to touch Piper without the layer of denim between them.
They flowed apart and back together again, and August couldn’t pretend she didn’t see the way Piper’s gaze was fixed on her, the way her dark brown eyes swam with so many emotions, especially when they pressed into each other.
Piper’s hand landed higher on August’s shoulder and, rather than adjusting it back to its earlier position, Piper lingered. Her gaze flickered from August’s eyes to her shoulder and back again.
August’s breath came faster—Piper’s did too. Then, it stopped completely because two of Piper’s fingertips grazed, featherlight, against the thin, delicate skin of August’s neck. Trailing, tracing, teasing softly.
August’s body took over functioning without her brain, sucking in a desperate breath, one that caused Piper to look directly at August’s mouth.
She tried, frantically, to think of something to say. Not even something that would break the moment, just something that suggested she was functioning and understood what was happening. But she couldn’t think of a single thing.
A mocking part of her mind pointed out that she was going to have to find some way to talk about tonight with Měilíng and how was she going to explain this part?
Maybe she wouldn’t talk about it at all.
August blinked rapidly, trying to bat the thoughts away before she looked at Piper again. So soft, so beautiful, so fully understanding of August.
And she wasn’t so far gone that she didn’t hear the second Ford’s key slipped into the lock behind them.
“Oh, god,” she muttered, stepping back from Piper.
Ford froze, half into the room, his hand still on the key in the lock. “Hello…?”
“Ford. Nice to see you.” August cleared her throat, unable to look at Piper. “I thought you were staying at your place tonight?”
He pulled his key out of the door and stepped fully inside. He was trying unsuccessfully to stifle his amused expression. “Yeah, sorry. Guess I should have texted. I just didn’t expect—”
“This is my friend Piper,” August said, gesturing between the two of them. “Piper, this is my brother Ford.”
“Piper? Oh.” Ford frowned but stepped forward to shake Piper’s hand when she offered her own.
“Nice to meet you, Ford. Heard a lot about you,” she said with a smile.
“I’ve… heard a lot about you too.” He shook his head. “Sorry, I didn’t think August was seeing you tonight.”
“She wasn’t,” Piper said, and August was astounded by how quickly she had recovered, how casual and relaxed she sounded. “Rough date, and, you know, we kind of—”
“Call each other when you have a bad date. Yeah, I heard.”
“Exactly.” Piper beamed at Ford, and August watched her, more than a little confused about how she was the one least at home in her own apartment.
“Sorry about the bad date,” Ford said, a little pointedly. He was clearly looking for an explanation for how August had gotten from a bad date with someone else to dancing in a barely lit living room with Piper.
August breathed in as deeply as she could. If everyone else was being normal, she could be too. “Yeah, you know how it is. You show up and some random woman starts dragging you off somewhere.”
“Shit. August, are you okay?” he asked, stepping closer to her.
She waved him off. “I’m totally fine. Turns out it was all above board. I just… panicked a little and sent Piper my location.”
“Understandable.” His eyes ran over August’s face to check that she was physically intact before he looked back at Piper. “Thank you for being there.”
Piper shrugged. “Of course. That’s what friends are for.”
Ford smirked. “Right. That and living room dance sessions in the dark.”
“It’s not dark in here,” August insisted a little too quickly.
“Absolutely,” Piper laughed. “Well, you know, just because the date was rough, doesn’t mean you have to let the dance lesson go to waste.”
Ford frowned. “You went to a dance class.”
August nodded, feeling a little like the weight of the world was suddenly crashing down on her—tonight had been a roller coaster. “It’s a long story.”
Piper grinned, looking at August with too many emotions still swirling in her expression. “One which I will leave you to explain. I should probably head home now that I know you’re all good.”
August nodded reluctantly, biting her lip. “I can drive you home.”
“No need. I’m all good, I promise.”
“You don’t have to leave on my account,” Ford said, his voice full of far too much mischief for August’s liking.
Piper shot him a look like she knew exactly what he was doing. “How generous. But it’s getting late and I’ve got work tomorrow.” She moved to stand in front of Ford, holding a hand out again. “Nice to finally meet you, Ford. You’d be welcome to join us all on Friday for drinks—meet everyone, hang out. You in?”
“Absolutely. Looking forward to it far more than you know.”
August was going to murder him. And maybe Piper. And maybe herself.
Piper laughed, nodded, and turned to the door, pulling her coat back on. “August, I’m glad you’re okay and that you texted me.”
August hummed, shooting Ford a look as she stepped away from him with Piper, forming their own little bubble by the door. But Ford was annoying. He was probably listening anyway.
“Thank you for coming,” August said sincerely, feeling the way her face was burning.
Piper smiled. “Thank you for the dance.”
“You’re welcome.” She looked away. “You sure you don’t want a ride?”
“I’m sure.” She watched August for a long, loaded moment. “You should consider keeping a Thursday night open. Maybe not this week, but soon.”
“What? Why?”
“Because isn’t that the night you said they invited you to another class?”
“Oh. Um. Yes.”
Piper nodded, smiling an overwhelmingly sweet smile. “Maybe I’ve been won over by the rumba and want to give it another try.”
“Oh. Right.”
“We can talk about it.” She shot August one last look as she stepped out of the door. “Night, August.”
Piper was already four steps down the hallway before August choked out a response.
“So,” Ford said, far too happily, when August closed the door and turned back towards him. “How was your night?”
August groaned. “You’re such a dick.”
He laughed heartily. “You only think so when you’re embarrassed and hiding things.”
“How could I be hiding anything? You’re in my house.”
“Mm. Catching you slow dancing in the dark with a beautiful woman.”
“It’s not dark,” August insisted, waving wildly at the low lamps she had switched on.
“You know exactly what I mean.”
“Haven’t a clue.”
“Jesus. You must really like her if you’re being this obtuse.”
“Like who?” August asked, slightly petulantly.
He laughed, heading towards the kitchen. “Oh, I don’t know. Who could I possibly be talking about? I mean, I walk into your apartment to find you staring at some gorgeous woman you haven’t stopped talking about and you’re wondering who I mean? Truly, a real mystery.”
August glowered as he reappeared with two smoothies from her fridge. “Why are you here?”
“Ah.” His smug energy faltered slightly.
August narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Ford, seriously, what happened?”
He waved a hand as he took a large swig of his smoothie. “It’s nothing, don’t worry.”
“Yeah, now I’m more worried.”
He watched her for a moment, something battling on his face that August didn’t fully understand. Maybe it was worth getting caught with Piper just to have given him a momentary respite from whatever had driven him here tonight.
“Holly…” he finally breathed.
“Your roommate?”
He nodded. “We’ve been, well, I thought we were—no, we were, it’s just…”
August’s heart broke for him. She didn’t need him to finish his sentences to understand what he was getting at, but she would give him all the time he needed if he wanted to.
She sat beside him, putting a hand over one of his briefly. “You don’t have to tell me.”
“No, no. I want to. I came over here because I needed space, but also because I really needed to talk about it.” He shot her a look. “I just don’t want to shit all over your romantic night.”
“For God’s sake, Ford. It was not a romantic night. It was one friend teaching another friend what she learned in a dance class.”
“Sure it was.” He laughed and then sighed heavily. “I guess, recently, Holly and I have been… friends kind of like that.”
August cleared her throat, desperately not wanting to validate the idea that she and Piper were friends with romantic tension, but how could she deny it and have it feel like anything but a lie after tonight? Sure, before tonight, she’d had a leg to stand on, but, once you let the curtain drop so very fully, there didn’t seem to be any going back.
Ford glanced at her briefly. “She started being flirty and kind and, you know, especially after you helped with the rent and stuff, she was just…” He let out a frustrated sigh. “I thought she felt something.”
“She didn’t?”
“Nope. Not unless the thing she was feeling was manipulation.”
“What?”
He rolled his eyes. “I was in the middle of cooking for them all tonight—something she’d requested—and I needed a pan from my room. When I went upstairs, I overheard her and Tom… together. I guess I was just someone to keep sweet so I’d make them food and bail them out.”
“Shit. I’m sorry, Ford.”
“It is what it is. I just hate being used and manipulated.”
“Understandable.” August took a measured sip of her drink. “Did you like her?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. I felt like I didn’t really know her, but I’d be lying if I said the attention wasn’t nice.” He groaned, sinking further into the sofa. “Ugh. That sounds so self-centered.”
“No, it doesn’t. People like attention being paid to them. There’s no shame in that. It’s nice feeling like someone likes us.”
“I guess.”
“It doesn’t say anything about you that this happened, or that you enjoyed the attention.”
“Sure. I could just do with a break, you know? Something good happening.”
August winced. “Yeah. I’m sorry things have been rough lately.”
He waved her off. “Totally fine. And I’ll be fine in the morning. Just need some rest and everything will look better tomorrow.”
“It’s okay if it doesn’t.”
He squeezed her hand and looked up at her with an exhausted smile. “Thanks, August.”
“No problem.”
They sat in silence for a moment, just allowing Ford time to process. Finally, he sucked in a breath and looked at her. “Say, August?”
“Yes, Ford?”
“I think I’m ready.”
“Ready?”
“Yeah. To move out. I think I’m ready.”
August blinked, relief flooding through her. “Are you sure? You know I’m not trying to make your decisions for you.”
He smiled warmly. “I know. And I appreciate it more than you realize. But, if I want something good to happen, I need to start making healthy choices.”
August’s heart pounded in relief and pride. She’d known the importance of this whole thing for Ford, the importance of doing it for himself, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t worried. That was just loving someone.
“Do you want me to get a new place?” she asked.
He snorted. “No. This is your apartment and you love it.”
“Yeah, well, I love you more.”
“As much as I appreciate that, I believe there is another offer on the table.” He smirked. “And I wouldn’t want to be around, cramping your style.”
August narrowed her eyes. “I have no idea what you mean.”
“Oh, my god,” he laughed. “You absolutely do. And you’re worse than me if you’re going to try denying it. Holly and I weren’t dancing in the dark together.”
“For the last time, it’s not dark.”
“Yeah, okay. Dancing in the most romantic lighting of all time together. Is that better?”
“Not remotely.”
He laughed. “Look, there was a lot of chemistry in this room when I walked in. Don’t be a fool and ignore it.”
August sighed. “I’m not ignoring it.”
“Just denying it?”
“I don’t… know.” She shook her head. “It’s just… we’re friends. We have a pact for when we go on bad dates, you know? To be there for each other until we find our people.”
“There’s no rule in the pact that it can’t be each other that you find.”
“I guess.”
“But?”
August shook her head. “I don’t know. The whole thing is just weird. She’s the first person I think I’m going on a date with, but she’s not actually who I’m supposed to meet, and then she is the one I want to date? And who’s to say if she feels the same way?”
Ford laughed again. “Even ignoring the way she was looking at you when I walked in, I’m pretty sure she just asked you out.”
“It’s rude to eavesdrop.”
“Fun, though.”
August rolled her eyes. “And that wasn’t a date. It was just two friends, hanging out.”
“At a rumba class?”
“How do you even know what the rumba is?”
“I watch Dancing with the Stars.”
“Of course you do.”
“It’s a sexy dance. Seems like a date to me.”
August’s stomach lurched. She’d already felt nervous enough about the idea of going to the class with Piper. If other people started calling it a date, she might perish.
Ford laughed. “And, hey, you joined that app because Měilíng had luck on her first date. Maybe you did too. You just didn’t realize it until now.”
“I realized it, I just didn’t think it was like that.”
He grinned. “So, you admit you like her?”
“Jesus Christ, Ford, can we not?”
“You like her,” he teased, laughing. “You like her so much.”
“I’m starting to not like you.”
“Sure, sure. We’ll pretend I believe that.”
“Pretend what you want. I know the truth.”
“That you like Piper.”
August groaned.
Ford was an annoying little brother sometimes, but, honestly, could she say he was wrong about this?
Not at all. 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Piper hurried to slip through the front entrance of the sleek, glass apartment building before it locked behind somebody who had just left. It wasn’t until she arrived at a wooden door, brass numbers glinting in the hall lights, that she fully realized where she’d brought herself.
She knocked hurriedly and was unsurprised when Shea eventually opened the door wrapped in a brightly decorated satin robe.
“Good evening, Piper,” Shea said, slightly amused. “What can I do for you at this late hour?”
Piper didn’t answer immediately, but she did stride into the apartment and flop down on the bright orange armchair when Shea stood aside and gestured her in.
“Ah,” Shea sighed, stifling a smirk and twisting herself up onto the adjacent couch. “August.”
Piper blinked at her. “What?”
“The reason you’re here: August.”
“How could you possibly know that?”
Shea laughed. “Because this isn’t the first time we’ve ever met?”
Piper rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”
“Oh, seriously? Seriously, yes. You’re hung up on her, you’re slightly furious but not in a way that suggests something bad happened to you, and you’ve shown up here late at night. The easier option would have been going home, but you’re not yet ready to have this conversation with Massima, which means you know she’s going to be insufferably happy for you.”
Piper’s lips puckered. “And yet, maybe that would have been easier than this.”
Shea laughed. “Nah. You know I’m going to give it to you straight and let you process what you need to so that you’re ready to face Massima’s joy and Hermes’... fear? Stress? Whatever it is he feels when he’s worried about losing you.”
“You know, there are people charging a fortune as mediums who do a worse job at this than you do.”
“And there are plenty that are better. It’s easy to be good when the person you’re reading is one of your best friends.” She paused. “So. August. You want to jump her bones, right?”
Piper spluttered. “Shea!”
“What? Like I’m wrong?”
As Piper stared at her, already horrified, a woman emerged from the direction of Shea’s bedroom, smiling slightly.
“Shea, I’m just going to pop out and give you two a minute. I’ll be back in ten.”
Shea smiled. “Can you pick up some more condoms for the—”
“What did you think I was going for?” the woman asked in a sultry, slightly purring voice.
Piper was ready to die on the spot. She wasn’t precious about her dating life or sex, but she was having a moment and had managed to interrupt Shea having sex. Or trying to. Fantastic.
Shea winked at the woman and stared openly at her butt as she slipped quickly out of the apartment.
Piper shook her head once they were alone. “You could have just told me to leave.”
Shea smiled. “No need. We were having a little refreshment break anyway. Plus, now we get to restock the condoms and have more fun with my toys.”
“I’m delighted for you. But you really could have told me to come back tomorrow.”
“And leave you to struggle with your feelings all alone? What kind of friend would that make me?”
Piper sucked in a long, slow breath. “That’s the thing. I’m not particularly struggling.”
“Okay. Great. So, why the face?”
Piper grimaced. “Because I’m not struggling.”
“I’m going to need more of an explanation than that, Pipes.”
“Well, the struggle, I guess, is what everyone else is going to think.”
“I don’t think anyone’s going to be surprised.” She frowned in confusion.
“Exactly. Like you said, the second I tell Massima, she’s going to act like I’m getting married. The second Hermes knows, he’s going to worry about being forgotten. And, the second everyone else knows, it’s like it’s a big deal, a done thing.”
“And you don’t want it to be?”
Why were feelings so very complicated? She sometimes wished she could just spill the contents of her thoughts all over the table for everyone to see. They could pick through them and understand exactly what she was thinking and feeling. Then, nobody would be confused, and she wouldn’t be left stuck trying to explain things she didn’t have the words to explain.
“I don’t know,” she eventually muttered.
Shea studied her for a moment. “You’re hoping for a friends-with-benefits kind of situation?”
“No.”
Shea’s eyes flashed wide for a second and Piper knew she was being ridiculous but this conversation was the reason she’d come to Shea.
“So,” Shea said, her voice measured, “you’re hoping for…?”
Piper sighed. “I don’t know that I’m hoping for anything. I don’t know how she feels.”
“Like shit, you don’t.”
“Thank you for that.” She rolled her eyes. “We haven’t had a conversation about it, we’re each other’s… I don’t know, emergency call for bad dates?”
Shea studied Piper through narrowed eyes, clearly trying to piece together what she felt she was missing. “I don’t think you need to have a conversation for it to be obvious she’s into you, but, also, the fact that you made that deal and didn’t think it was going to lead you here is, frankly, baffling.”
“Excuse me?”
“You went on a date, met August, had immediate chemistry, found out she wasn’t your date, made a pact to stay in touch, and thought you weren’t going to fall for her? What planet are you living on?”
Piper stared at her. “And you just… thought that the whole time?”
“Obviously.”
“Why wouldn’t you say something?” Piper winced at how high her voice came out.
“Because I didn’t think I needed to. How could you possibly not know that?”
Piper flailed her arms helplessly. “It wasn’t romantic chemistry.”
“Sure it wasn’t.”
“It wasn’t.”
“Piper. You’ve been on more than enough dates to know that chemistry is not easy to come by. You meet her and it’s immediately like sparks flying? How was that ever not going to be sexual chemistry?”
“Friendship chemistry is a thing,” she insisted desperately.
“Agreed. We have it in spades. Have you ever, once in your life, flirted with me like you do with August?”
“I don’t flirt with her…”
Shea laughed. “You so do. And she flirts with you.”
“You haven’t even met her.”
“Met you, though. And heard enough about her from you.” She looked over her glasses at Piper. “Have you ever spoken to me like that?”
“Well… no.”
“Exactly. Because we have platonic chemistry. Believe me, if there was anything remotely sexual between us, I’d have addressed it long ago.”
Piper laughed, honestly a little flattered but also glad there wasn’t that tension between the two of them. She loved Shea too much as a friend. The idea of them doing anything more than that felt oddly incestuous.
And wasn’t that the point?
Not once had anything with August felt like that. Sure, there was the obvious flirting and dancing and tension they’d had tonight, but there hadn’t been one conversation, one single moment where she’d felt like the idea of being with August was uncomfortable.
“Ah,” Shea said, grinning widely. “The penny just dropped, huh?”
Piper scowled. “I’d be annoyed with you, but I guess I chose to come here.”
She laughed. “You did. And this is why. Because I’m not going to bullshit you when you’re clearly into the woman and she’s into you. You know, though, I am curious what prompted tonight’s visit specifically?”
“The fact that I didn’t know you were in the middle of having sex.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be having more sex when you leave.”
“So glad to know that,” Piper deadpanned.
Shea laughed. “You’re only jealous because you’re not having sex tonight.”
“Neither of you is my type, actually.”
“Oh, I know. We’re not named August.”
Piper frowned. “I’m not attracted to her name. Though, it is a nice name.”
“Oh, I’m sure she’s hot as hell. Looking forward to putting a face to the name on Friday, but that wasn’t my point.”
Piper shook the comment off, lingering on the idea of Friday happening at all. “What if she cancels?”
“Why would she do that?”
“Because… she might.”
“Because of whatever happened tonight?” Her eyes gleamed. “Wait. Did you actually sleep together tonight?”
“No! No. We did not.”
Everything about her expression and her body language was suspicious. “But you almost did?”
“Eh…” Piper bit her cheek briefly. “No?”
“That’s a question, not a statement.” She was far too excited.
“Is it?”
“Yes. And you’re being evasive. Tell me how you almost slept together.”
“I don’t know that we did.”
“Piper,” she sighed. “You’re being frustrating. Spill it out. You’ll feel better once you do. It’s literally why you’re here.”
Piper sighed. It was exactly why she was there. Why did it still have to be so difficult? “She was on a date. It wasn’t going well.”
“Is she okay?”
“Yeah, yeah, she’s totally fine. The… chemistry just wasn’t there, I guess.”
Shea laughed. “Cool. Where was the date?”
“Um… That dance studio on 59th?”
Shea’s expression flashed in a way Piper didn’t understand. “Rumba class?”
She narrowed her eyes. “How could you possibly know that?”
“Pipes, come on. I enjoy sex and lots of it. You think I haven’t met most other women on dating apps around here who are looking for the same thing?”
Piper scrubbed a hand over her face. “You’ve had sex with the person August was on a date with tonight.”
“Yeah,” she said, bright and straightforward. “She’s great in bed, actually. But you know what they say about dancing and sex.”
“I know what you say about it.”
“Mm. Exactly. But, I’m guessing August didn’t sleep with her. Mostly because she wants to sleep with you.”
“We don’t know that.”
“Pretty sure we do.”
“That’s beside the point.” Piper cleared her throat. “I met up with her after the class. We went back to her place. And we… danced together.”
“You’re not sixteen, so I’m assuming that’s not a euphemism?”
Piper breathed a laugh. “It is not.”
She grinned, slightly suggestively. “The rumba’s a pretty sexy dance.”
Piper really, really didn’t need to be told that. Not after tonight. “It is.”
“Ah,” she said, her grin getting wider. “So, you two went back to her place, were sexy dancing together, and… what’s the end of this? Why aren’t you over there having sex right now?”
“Her brother walked in.”
“Oh. Awkward.”
“Indeed. But, it would have been either way. We haven’t talked about being together or being into each other. We’re friends. What, were we just going to have sex and then…”
“Be together? Yeah, that’s a legit way to do that. People do it all the time.” She shook her head. “Why are you being so weird about this? You’ve dated before.”
“Ugh. I don’t know.”
“Is it because you like her so much?”
Piper stared at Shea, scowling. Eventually, she sighed. “Fine. Yes. It’s because I like her and… honestly? I think I’d given up on the idea that I was going to meet someone I genuinely clicked with.”
Shea’s expression dropped. “What? But you’ve still been going on dates and stuff.”
“Yeah. I know. It was like… I wanted to believe it was possible. It was happening for other people. Maybe it could happen for me someday. But, you know, I’ve been on a lot of dates and it wasn’t happening. You can only go on so many before it seems like the universe is trying to send you a sign.”
“Pipes,” she said softly. “I had no idea you felt like that.”
Piper shook her head. “It’s fine. I was fine. I enjoyed the process, you know? The dates were fun or interesting. Or some of them were just good stories to tell other people, but at least that’s a fun story.”
“And then August. Who you weren’t even supposed to be on a date with.”
Piper laughed, the sound a little hollow. “Indeed. How ironic, right? I literally have another date this weekend with someone who isn’t her.”
“Are you going to cancel?”
“I don’t know.” Piper huffed a breath. “I want to. It feels unfair to go through with it if I already know I’m not into it. But… if she’s not interested, I have to get over her somehow.”
Shea scoffed. “She’s so into you we shouldn’t even be having this conversation.”
“That’s just what you think because you’re a good friend and you want it to be true for me.”
“That’s not it at all.” She laughed. “Like, I love you, Pipes, but that’s not what my deductions are based on.”
“You haven’t even met her!”
Shea folded her arms and shot a deadpan look at Piper. “So, if I tell you this after we all meet her on Friday, will you believe me then?”
“Maybe?”
“Yeah, that sounded believable.”
“Sorry,” Piper groaned. “I just… I don’t know what to do with this. But after Massima walked in on us, and her brother, and the level of… tension, I guess, that there could have been tonight, I’ll be surprised if she even shows up on Friday.”
“She’ll show.”
“Maybe. But there’s a lot of time between now and then.”
“Just text her tomorrow like everything is fine. Be normal. And everything will be okay.”
“That’s your suggestion? Just act like tonight didn’t happen?”
Shea threw her hands out in front of her. “I didn’t say that. And, honestly? My advice would be to call her about how you feel right now—”
“I don’t think that’s an over-the-phone kind of conversation.”
“Okay, then show up at her place, throw rocks at her window, and scale the building up to her balcony.”
“Very helpful.”
“It’s known to make an impression.”
“It’ll be known for getting me arrested if I try that.”
Shea laughed. “Okay. Well, you asked for my opinion and I gave it. You wouldn’t be here if you wanted a mundane suggestion.”
“I might have been looking for realistic, actually,” Piper corrected seriously.
“Realistic, romantic—close enough.”
“I thought you hated romance?”
“Nah. It’s fine in the right circumstances.”
Piper nodded. “Noted.”
“And this is the right circumstance. You’re both into each other and looking for something more than a fling. There could not be a better circumstance for it.”
“Then why did you say to act normal until Friday?”
“Because I know you and that’s what you’re actually most likely to do.”
Piper rolled her eyes knowing Shea wasn’t wrong. “And then, when Friday rolls around?”
“Introduce her to your friends, relax a little around each other, and slip away together when the moment arises.”
Piper watched her pensively. “You make it sound so easy.”
“It can be. You’re just complicating it unnecessarily.”
“No, I’m thinking through all the ways it could go wrong.”
“And I told you it’s not going to.”
The door to the apartment opened again and the woman returned, a bag in hand. It was probably good timing. Piper and Shea didn’t need to spend the whole night going back and forth over the same thing.
Piper was glad she’d come, though. Shea had given her almost exactly the conversation she’d needed—even if the idea of what came next with August terrified her. It was going to terrify her either way, but at least she had someone else’s input on the matter, and that person wasn’t likely to be swayed by romantic dreams.
Piper stood up, nodding to Shea and her date for the night. “My apologies for interrupting. Shea, I’ll see you later. Have a good night, both.”
Shea laughed, the sound clearly more designed for her date than Piper. “Oh, we definitely will.”
Piper pursed her lips, nodded sharply, and made a quick exit from the apartment. 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
August was nervous. She’d been nervous since Tuesday night. If anything, the nerves had simply ramped up and up and up as she got closer to tonight—Friday night. The night she was meeting Piper’s friends.
When she’d first agreed to it, she’d been looking forward to it. Of course, she’d wanted them to like her, but she had no reason to imagine they wouldn’t. The meeting with Massima had been a little odd, but she’d been enthusiastic and sweet, and August had imagined most of Piper’s friends would be like that.
Now, however, it was also the first time they were seeing each other after… whatever the hell Tuesday night had been. A date? A flirtation? The night she finally couldn’t deny she was developing feelings for Piper? All of the above?
Whatever it was, they’d spoken over the last couple of days, but they hadn’t resolved the tension that August was certain they’d both felt as they danced together in her living room.
She wasn’t a fool. She knew you didn’t do that with your friends. Sure, you could dance in the living room and have it be completely fine, but you couldn’t dance like that in a dim—not dark—room and have it mean nothing. Or have either party be oblivious to what they were doing. And that wasn’t even including the soft way Piper had brushed her fingers over August’s neck.
And, with all of that bouncing around her head, she showered, and dressed, and did her makeup, and tried to act human.
Ford was sitting in the living room, ready and waiting to go when she finally stepped out of her room.
August eyed his polo shirt, jeans, and sneakers. “You don’t think you’re going to get cold?”
He laughed. “I’ll wear a coat on the way. But we’re going to a bar. It’s not going to be cold in there.”
August sucked in a breath. “Yeah, I suppose that’s true.” She started overthinking the sweater she was wearing—even after she’d tried on about five different outfits before settling on that one.
Ford laughed. “Don’t worry. You look great. Piper’s going to love it.”
August groaned, grabbed Ford’s coat, and threw it at him. “Please don’t say things like that tonight.”
“I make… some promises.”
“That’s not how that works.”
He shrugged. “Hey, if everyone else is making comments about the two of you, do you really expect me to say nothing? I’m the only one there representing your side of things.”
“And as someone on my side, don’t you think you should actually be on my side?”
“I am. And that’s why I want you to be happy. If you need a little help from your friends, I’m going to be a great friend.”
“You’re my brother.”
“And that stops me from being your friend?”
“No, but your actions might.”
Ford laughed and ushered them out the door, offering to do the driving since August was clearly so distracted. August shook her head but let him have it. She knew it was a little bit because he didn’t have his own car and loved an excuse to get some driving in. She could pretend to believe that was all it was.
He at least put on music while he drove, so August could try focusing on that rather than on her circling thoughts. She’d been on so many dates lately and not a single one had made her feel as nervous as seeing Piper did. Of course, she hadn’t liked any of them as much as she now knew she liked Piper. Plus, she’d been meeting complete strangers, not someone she’d been slow dancing with just a few days ago.
After they’d parked and walked most of the way to the bar where they were meeting Piper and her friends, Ford stopped and grabbed August’s arm lightly to stop her too. She shot him a puzzled look.
“You’re going to be fine, okay? No matter what happens tonight,” he said seriously.
August frowned. “What are you planning on doing?”
“Nothing! I promise. I just know you’re nervous and, you know, you’re going to be okay. There’s no way Piper’s not into you too.”
August glanced around. It was dark and cold, but it was Friday night and the street was lined with restaurants and bars, a theater at the bottom of it, so there were plenty of people around. Plenty of people who could easily be Piper’s friends. “I don’t think this is the best place for that conversation.”
Ford grinned slightly, shaking his head. “Okay. Let’s go in, then?”
“Sure. Why not?”
He laughed and led the way to the door, pulling it open. A wave of bustling bar sounds hit them along with a comfortable warmth from inside. August was still glad she’d worn the sweater, but she no longer doubted whether Ford would be warm enough.
They stepped inside, both looking around for Piper. August’s insides felt fuzzy and wrong at the thought of how Ford knew what she looked like—what she’d been doing the last time he’d seen her.
The place was nice. Emerald and gold, with an art deco style and interesting light features, but August could barely take any of it in for feeling like Piper was going to jump out from behind a pillar and, in surprise, confusion, and nerves, she’d scream, jump backwards into someone, and manage to knock somebody else’s drink all over Piper.
“August!” a voice called. It wasn’t Piper’s.
August turned. At a high table in the window, Massima was raised up—presumably on the foot bar from her stool—waving August over.
Well, at least she could now identify Piper without throwing a drink all over her.
August gestured Ford in the direction of the table and her pulse raced as she walked over.
She tried to look around the table at everyone gathered there, but her eyes pulled back to Piper, smiling sweetly at her.
“Hello,” August said, mostly to Piper, when they made it over.
Piper smiled wider. “Everyone, this is August and her brother, Ford.”
They went around the table doing introductions, but August’s own introductory conversation with Shea was interrupted when Hermes’ first question to Ford was whether he was straight.
Ford laughed as August looked at him. “Bi, actually. Is that okay?”
“Yeah, of course. I was just curious whether it’s possible to be the sibling of someone so ridiculously sapphic and pining while being straight,” Hermes said, shooting a look in August’s direction.
August felt like the room had flipped her upside down. And a little like she might throw up.
Shea chastised Hermes, but he simply shrugged and said, “What? Like we don’t all know?”
“That’s not the point,” Shea replied, her voice hushed and razor-sharp. “And you know it.”
Hermes rolled his eyes before looking back at Ford. “It’s very nice to meet you. How’s the roommate situation?”
Shea glowered at him for a second before turning back to August. “Sorry about him.”
“That’s fine,” August said, her tone more than a little off.
Shea shot her a look. “He’ll… Well, relax isn’t the right word for it, but he’ll calm down as he gets to know you both.”
“It’s really okay.” August cleared her throat. “Ford might have made similar comments to me before we left.”
She wasn’t sure why she was admitting to that. At all.
Shea quirked an eyebrow. “Did he indeed? Well, I guess none of us are skirting around the topic, then?”
“Um. I don’t know why I said that.”
Shea laughed. “That’s fair. Meeting the friends is a big deal.”
“Piper and I are just friends.”
“For now.”
“Oh, I don’t know—”
“I do.” She grinned.
August blew out a breath, her cheeks puffed. “I don’t really know what to say to that.”
“I can see why she likes you.”
“Can you?” August stared. “I’m pretty sure I was cooler than this the first time I met Piper.”
“Like I said, meeting the friends is a big deal. People act awkwardly, they feel self-conscious, but they’re still them. And, believe me, I’ve heard plenty about you.”
August breathed a laugh. “Is that supposed to be comforting?”
“Not necessarily.” She flashed a dangerous grin. “Kind of depends on how much you want to talk about how ridiculously sexy it is to slow dance with a woman in your living room…”
“Ugh. Very, very little.”
Shea cackled. Despite the teasing, August liked her. She was easy to talk to, relaxed. August got the feeling that, with Shea, what you saw was what you got, and that was comforting in a way, especially when there were so many complicated emotions swirling around inside of her.
“So,” Shea said, turning slightly away from the rest of the group, “are you stopping your other dates or are you looking for something more open?”
A ridiculous laugh burst from inside of August. “You don’t think I should have a conversation with Piper before I start committing to taking myself out of the dating scene?”
“Why would you need to do that?”
“Because she and I haven’t even talked about anything romantic happening between us?”
She bobbed her head in reluctant acceptance of the answer. “Fine. I’m just glad neither of you is holding onto pretending not to know the other is interested.”
August opened her mouth to respond, but that was the moment Shea’s comment fully registered. “Piper said she was interested?”
“Did she have to?”
“Yes.”
Shea smiled. “Do you want me to tell you, or do you want to hear it directly from her?”
“Which is basically confirmation that she said it.” August was glad her mind seemed to have finally figured out how to function in the middle of chaos.
“For what it’s worth, I’m happy for her. She’s been dating for a long time and it’s nice to see her actually feel something.”
August nodded, certain she was blushing. She couldn’t help but wonder what Piper had been saying to her friends that made them all so ready to make comments about the two of them.
As if on cue, Piper approached, her hands coming down on Shea’s shoulders.
“Speak of the Devil,” Shea laughed.
“Tell me you’re not tormenting poor August too much,” Piper said, shooting August a slightly shy smile that did things to August’s stomach.
“I’m not tormenting her at all,” Shea insisted. “Just getting to know the important people in your life.”
Piper spluttered slightly and cleared her throat. “Right.”
Shea smirked at her before turning back to the table on her heel. “I’ll leave you two to it.”
“Sorry if everyone’s coming on too strong,” Piper said as August watched Shea slide back onto her velvet bar stool.
August smiled. “Everyone’s lovely.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. You can tell how close you all are.”
Piper laughed. “That sounds… interesting?”
August grinned and shook her head. “Everyone’s just very open and upfront. It’s a testament to how close your friendships are, I think.”
“Hm. I’m not completely sure they should be dragging you straight into that, though,” she said, and something about their usual dynamic slipped back into her tone, relaxing August immediately.
She laughed. “Maybe not, but it’s nice to be welcomed into the group.”
“More like an initiation, I suppose—depending on what they’ve been saying.”
August flashed her a look. “Do you want to know, or is your imagination sufficient to fill the gaps?”
“Ugh. If you’re saying it like that, I think my imagination is more than sufficient.”
August laughed, grateful that their late-night dancing and comments from all of their friends and family weren’t throwing off the dynamic when it was just the two of them.
“But,” Piper said conspiratorially, “do you want to know something interesting about one of them? Mostly, I just want to share with you, but it might also help you feel like you’re getting to know them too.”
“Sure.” August stepped closer, deeply curious about what Piper was so desperate to share with her.
“Your date from Tuesday night at the dance class?”
“Yes,” August said, her heart racing again as she wondered and worried about where this was going—right as she’d mostly calmed down.
“Guess who knows her.”
August glanced around the group. “Someone here?”
Piper hummed and took a sip of the drink she’d brought with her.
None of them were dancing, or even really bopping along to the music, so there weren’t any obvious clues there.
August shook her head. “I have no idea.”
“Shea.”
“Shea?”
“Shea.” She nodded. “Want to know how?”
August laughed. “I don’t know. Do I?”
“Oh, I think you already know.”
August nodded slowly. “Shea and Eva, huh?”
“Is that her name?”
“You know they’ve slept together but not her name?”
Piper laughed. “I know you’ve dated her but not her name too, so here we are.”
“I guess, but one random app date isn’t quite the same as having slept together.”
She waved August off. “Shea just really likes sex. There isn’t anything serious in it.”
“Oh, okay. Less weird for you not to know her name, then.”
“Exactly.” Piper shot her a teasing look. “Shea says she’s amazing in bed, though, so maybe you missed out.”
“Oh, my god. You think I’d want to do this evening being able to compare notes with your friends on who I’ve slept with?”
“Shea would love it.”
“Noted, but I would not.”
Piper laughed. “Yeah, this way is probably a little less loaded.”
“Indeed.” August looked away. “Besides, I like how Tuesday night turned out without Eva’s involvement.”
In her peripheral vision, she saw the moment Piper’s breath caught. She couldn’t help but want to smile at catching Piper off guard like that.
It took a moment before Piper sucked in a measured breath and said, “Me too, as it happens.”
August let herself smile freely. “I’m glad.”
“So… next Thursday?”
An actual date. With Piper. And she was the one asking. August could hardly believe it. “Um. Yeah. I can do… rumba class. With you.”
“Fantastic.” Piper held August’s gaze for a moment, acting as if the world around them didn’t exist, and she stepped a little closer. “Shea’s got a whole theory about dancing.”
Something about her tone and her proximity had August’s heart racing, her stomach dropping, and all of the moisture leaving her mouth. She cleared her throat, trying desperately to muster the physical ability to speak. “Does she?” she eventually managed to utter.
Piper grinned, her eyes gleaming. “She does indeed.”
“Should I ask?”
“Oh, you definitely should.”
“Okay. So…?” August’s heart was beating so hard she could hear it pounding in her skull.
“Oh, not me. You should ask Shea.”
“That’s a genuinely terrible idea, isn’t it?”
“Where’s the fun without a few terrible ideas?” Piper asked, stepping even closer, almost pressing into August, and all August could think was that she’d go along with any terrible idea if Piper was the one inviting her. 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
 
Shea caught Piper at the bar, nodding at the fond expression on Piper’s face as she watched Massima enthusiastically recount some story to August from across the room.
Piper reluctantly looked at Shea instead.
“You’re such a goner,” Shea said with a laugh.
“How so?”
She rolled her eyes. “As if you don’t know.”
Piper shook her head. “Do you think we’ve managed to scare her off yet?”
Shea scoffed. “Not at all.”
Something swooped in Piper’s stomach. She’d really wanted tonight to go well, even if she hadn’t said it out loud. She’d worried the group might come on too strong with their excitement and reluctance to pretend she and August were just friends with no attraction in the mix. “Yeah?”
Shea nudged her lightly. “I don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about. At least, not when it comes to August fitting in with the group.”
Piper paused, nodding slowly as she watched the bartender serving patrons, before whipping her head back to Shea. “Wait. What do I have to worry about?”
Shea smirked. “She’s hot.”
“Yes, thank you. I think we’ve covered—at length—that particular topic, don’t you?” she said, referencing the many, many texts Shea had sent her about August since Tuesday night.
“Oh, we’ve covered that you think she’s hot.”
Piper shook her head, scowling slightly—mostly for show. “I see. Now, you’re telling me you think she’s hot.”
“She objectively is.” She laughed. “But, yeah, if I didn’t respect the fact that she’s here with you, I’d shoot my shot.”
“So, you’re saying, if I do start dating her, I’m going to have to contend with you constantly wishing you’d met her first?”
“Hey, you win some, you lose some.”
“What does that mean?” Piper asked, understanding the saying but not sure how it applied to their current situation.
Shea laughed again. “It means, I definitely would have been up for it if I’d met her first, but I guess it wasn’t meant to be. At least I win by getting to hang out with a hot woman.”
“You’re insatiable.”
“Literally my whole vibe, Pipes. You know this.”
Piper shook her head fondly. She did know that. She just didn’t need to know in quite so much detail that her friends thought August was hot. Even if they were objectively correct.
Shea nudged her again. “Can’t believe you and Eva both got to her first.”
“She’s not a snack.”
“Correct. Woman’s a whole meal.”
“Not what I meant.”
“I know.” She grinned. “And I know it would have gone as well for me as it did for Eva—which is to say, terribly. But, a woman can dream, can’t she?”
“Bit weird to be dreaming about the people your friends are dating.”
“Ah, so you admit you’re dating?”
Piper froze. “No.”
“You just said—”
“Slip of the tongue.”
“Oh, I know exactly where you want to slip that tongue.”
“For fuck’s sake, Shea.”
“Exactly why I do everything, Pipes.”
Piper sighed. “Do I need to stop bringing August around you?”
Shea laughed. “Not at all. You know I’m just messing with you.”
“Do I?” She did. They’d been friends more than long enough for Piper to know that, but she still wanted to check. The last thing in the world she wanted was to put August in an awkward situation.
Shea dropped the joking attitude and looked at Piper seriously. “I really am just joking. I mean, I still love sex—and that is the reason I do a lot of things, let’s be honest—but August is good here. And I’m happy for you. You seem… good when she’s around.”
Piper blinked, her chest a little tight with the sudden emotional shift. “How’d you mean?”
“You know, all that stuff you were saying the other night. You’ve been looking for something special for so long, and, even if I thought it was just how these things went, it’s been like watching you get more and more detached from love the longer you waited. Like, the more dates you went on, the more you tried to wash each one away with the notion that they didn’t matter. I didn’t fully realize what had happened until our conversation the other night, but then, I thought about it and it was right there in front of me.”
“Well, they didn’t matter. They weren’t the right match.”
Shea smiled softly. “I know that. But, with them, went the spark you had when you first started dating. The one that believed in something romantic and magical.”
“I still believe in that.”
“I know. But for other people and not yourself.”
Piper stared at her. She hadn’t even realized how deep the whole thing had gone. She’d been so sure that nothing about her approach had changed—at least, not outwardly. But, now that Shea was saying it, she could see it herself. She could see it in the way she’d talked to August during their first meeting—how she’d categorized dates as fun stories to tell her dentist. Without realizing it, Piper had given up truly believing that she deserved to find something special. She kept going on dates because she wanted it to be true, but Shea was right. The more dates that failed, the less likely it seemed that one of them wouldn’t, and the more it felt like she deserved the bad ones.
She hummed, not registering that the bartender had reached them until Shea started ordering for their group.
He moved away to make their drinks and Shea turned back to her. “Sorry. Weird time and place to give you that realization.”
“No. It’s good.” Piper adjusted her gaze to fully focus on Shea again. “I just… didn’t notice.”
Shea nodded, her brow puckering. “And that’s why I’d never even dream of trying anything with August. Because you met her, and you came back. It’s been so good to see that version of you again.”
Piper laughed a little breathlessly. “So, the whole time…”
“Yeah.” Shea laughed too. “I was just waiting for the moment you showed up at my place ready to face your feelings.”
“You’re such a dick.”
“Ah, but I’m a dick who loves you—and one who lets you interrupt them having sex to talk about your sex life.”
“That’s just because you’re nosy and enjoy living vicariously.”
“Oh, obviously.” She winked. “I mean, gotta hear the details to get new ideas for things to try.”
Piper laughed. “As if there’s anything you’re going to learn from me that you haven’t already attempted.”
“You might be surprised. You’ve got a bit more of a—”
“I beg you, don’t finish that sentence.”
Shea laughed, the sound loud and free, before she raised her hands. “I’m not doing anything that’s going to stop you from keeping me informed.”
“I’m not telling you a single thing moving forward.”
“It’s healthy to share, Piper.”
“This does not feel healthy.”
“It will. When you get over the momentary embarrassment.”
“What makes you think it’s momentary?”
“Experience.”
Piper winced. Shea had her there. Their shared history had plenty of examples of things Piper had been mortified to say in the moment but had gotten over sooner or later. And, so long as Shea wasn’t quoting them back to her, they didn’t bother her now. So, maybe she had a point.
Shea smiled warmly at her. “I’m happy for you, though. Really. August’s great. And she is fitting in perfectly.”
Nerves poked at Piper’s insides again. “Yeah? You think Hermes likes her?”
“Well, I think he’s more taken with her brother for the minute… but, yeah. I think he’s going to love her.” Shea shot Piper a look. “You do know that, even if he didn’t, it wouldn’t be his choice whether you date her or not?”
“Yes. Yeah. Of course. I just want her to feel welcome around everyone, and you know why this can be hard for him.”
Shea nodded. “I do, but he’s working on that in therapy. And he’d be the first to tell you that you can’t build your life around his trauma.”
“I know. But he’s my friend and I don’t want to trigger it, either.”
Shea shook her head as the bartender began adding their drinks to a round tray. “You’re worrying way too much. And I don’t really think it’s about him. I think it’s because you like her so much. You finally found the spark and it’s terrifying.”
Piper scoffed. “Yeah, no kidding.”
“You don’t need to worry. She’s found it too. Do something about it.”
“This is the first time you’ve ever met her.”
“So? It’s easy to see how much she’s into you.” Shea nodded over to where August was laughing with Massima. “She’s even laughing at Massima’s weird penguin statue story. You don’t do that if you’re not interested.”
“It’s a funny story,” Piper protested.
“It’s a penguin in someone’s bedroom. It’d be funny if it were alive, maybe.”
“You’re telling me a life-size penguin staring at someone’s bed wouldn’t turn you off and make you want to leave?”
“Not at all. I’ve done weirder.”
“Maybe I should be getting more stories out of you…”
Shea laughed. “You’re not ready for those ones. If you and August start getting into really kinky stuff, hit me up.”
“We haven’t even—”
“It’s only a matter of time.” She grabbed the tray, turned, and headed back to their table.
Piper wasn’t even upset at being cut off. All she could really think was that she hoped it was only a matter of time, too. She absolutely needed to cancel that date on Saturday. Even if August wasn’t interested in pursuing something with her, Piper was so hung up on wanting her that she’d be a terrible and unfair date for anyone else right now.
She followed Shea back to the table and was delighted when August stepped away from Massima to claim her attention.
“Having fun?” she asked, smiling softly.
Piper hummed. “Yeah, you know, just getting… told off, maybe, by Shea.”
“Told off?”
Piper laughed. “Perhaps that’s not the right term for it. Just… Shea being Shea.”
August shot her a puzzled look, but Piper wasn’t sure she wanted to explain in further detail that Shea’s whole thing had basically been telling her to pull her head out of her ass and get with August.
Instead, Piper shook the conversation off, smiled, and stepped a little closer to August. “Speaking of Shea, have you asked her that question yet?”
August ducked her head, and, while the lights were too low to be certain, Piper could have sworn August was blushing. “Not yet. The fact that you’re bringing it up again makes me absolutely certain I don’t want to ask.”
Piper laughed. “Yeah, might be for the best, honestly. She’d probably enjoy you asking a little too much.”
August’s head whipped back to her, confusion written across her face. “How so?”
Before Piper could answer, a group of people came bustling past them, accidentally pushing August closer to Piper. Piper’s hand flew up automatically, gripping August’s side to help steady her. And, while she knew, once they passed, that she should move it, when August didn’t step away, Piper couldn’t bring herself to pull her hand back.
“Sorry, how so?” August prompted again, still not stepping away and resolutely not addressing Piper’s hand on her side.
Piper breathed a laugh. She felt her pulse racing in her hand where they were connected. “She thinks you’re hot.”
“Oh.” August’s eyes were wide. “Does she, indeed?”
“Apparently. So, you know, if you were interested, she’d definitely be up for it.”
“I’m not interested,” August said a little too quickly. She cleared her throat. “I mean, she’s lovely, but she’s not… I’m not… Shea’s not really my type.”
Something inside of Piper felt like it relaxed. She hadn’t expected August to be interested—not least because the two were looking for very different things—but it was still a relief to hear her say it. If she’d been interested, Piper wouldn’t have stood in her way, but it would have made things more than a little awkward.
She flexed her hand slightly, pressing her palm closer to August and wrapping it a little further around August’s back. Feeling August shudder against her was far more erotic than it had any right to be. As was the way August avoided her gaze but still didn’t move away or address the touch.
“So,” Hermes said, stepping into their tiny personal bubble and looking between the two of them.
Piper’s stomach twisted, certain he was about to call out their closeness and not wanting the electric energy between them to be broken by someone commenting on it.
“Yes?” August asked, somehow recovering faster than Piper and smiling at Hermes.
“Tell me your brother’s worst roommate qualities. What do I need to know before he moves in?”
“You do know he and I don’t live together, right?” August paused, the penny dropping. “Wait. Before he moves in? Does that mean you’ve agreed to let him?”
Hermes smiled, something very slightly smug but not in a negative way. It was the smile that told Piper Shea was right. Hermes was going to be absolutely fine with August.
“Maybe,” he said, inspecting his fingernails.
“Hermes,” Piper said, warningly.
He laughed, shooting her a look that conveyed he’d noticed exactly where her hand was still resting. He looked back at August. “Assuming you don’t have anything truly terrible to share, yes, I’m perfectly happy for him to move into my place.”
“Oh, my god,” August breathed, and, even if Piper hadn’t been touching her, she’d have been able to see the tension August was carrying over the topic. “And Ford agreed?”
Hermes raised an eyebrow. “Should he not have? Do I not seem like an absolute gift to live with?”
“No. Yes. You do. I just… Ford’s been so reluctant to move.”
“He said he’d told you he was ready?”
August nodded. “He did. I just wasn’t sure he’d actually be able to.”
Piper looked at her fondly, caressing August’s back with her thumb. It was a risky move given they were trying so hard to ignore that it was happening, but she could tell August needed the comfort. The responsibility she felt towards Ford and his living situation was even heavier than she’d let on. Piper still wasn’t sure it was hers to carry, but emotions were just like that, she supposed.
“I mean, clearly, I’m just irresistible,” Hermes said, sniffing lightly.
August laughed, the sound a little awkward. “He’s—I don’t know if he mentioned it, but he’s just had a bit of an awkward situation with one of his current roommates…”
“Holly. Yes, he mentioned.”
“I don’t want him to get stuck in anything like that.”
Hermes shot August a look. “You don’t need to worry. Your brother is hot and all—”
“I don’t need to know that.”
“—but I don’t sleep with my roommates. It overcomplicates things.”
Piper shot him a look. That had never been a rule he’d mentioned before. As far as she knew, since he stopped couch surfing, he’d never had the remotest bit of interest in anyone he’d lived with. Then again, he’d mostly lived alone and it hadn’t been an issue. Perhaps it wouldn’t be an issue with Ford, either, but Piper was hardly the authority on resisting Carmichael siblings. She hadn’t even been trying to date August and she’d still ended up here.
August nodded. “Okay. Great.” She looked like a huge weight was being lifted from her shoulders and she softened, leaning a little more into Piper’s side.
“So, any skeletons in the closet I need to know about?” Hermes asked. “I do know you don’t technically live together, but he mentioned staying at your place a lot.”
August glanced around, clearly still astounded things were working out for Ford and that he was willing to move out of his current place. “I think the biggest skeleton we have—at least that I know about—is our names.”
Hermes tilted his head. “How so?”
August laughed. “Our parents pulled from the family tree to name us.”
Hermes, for obvious reasons, wasn’t the type to ask whether the name somebody introduced themselves as was their birth name, but Piper could see he was curious about August’s comments. “Right…” he said slowly.
August smiled, taking pity on him. “Augusta and Buford. It’s not a secret, we just don’t use those names on a daily basis.”
Hermes watched her with narrowed eyes. “Your name is Augusta?”
“Yep.”
“Well, August works well on you.”
She laughed, and Piper slid her arm a little further around her back, her fingers tracing August’s waist again, this time on the side that was furthest away from her.
“And I can see why Ford uses, well, Ford.” Hermes scrunched his brow up. “I can’t imagine Buford is especially wearable for anyone under seventy these days.”
“Indeed.”
Hermes paused, something flickering across his face. He looked pointedly from August to Piper and back again. “So, when you get married, do you think you’ll use August or Augusta?”
August laughed. “Well, it’s my legal name, so, I suppose, for the legal proceedings, it’ll be Augusta.”
“Hm.” Hermes looked back at Piper with such intensity that she felt herself blushing furiously. “Isn’t that interesting to think about?”
“Is it?” Piper said, her voice a little tight and squeaky.
“Oh, I think it is,” Hermes said, shooting her a dark grin.
“I think that might be a little invasive for someone you’ve only just met…” Piper’s throat felt dry. She still couldn’t bring herself to pull her arm back from August, though.
August laughed. “It’s totally fine. Over the years, Ford and I have had plenty of chances to change our legal names and we haven’t. And we’ve heard every comment you can think of. Nothing bothers us anymore. Asking about my wedding is not the weirdest comment I’ve had about it by a long stretch.”
Hermes smirked at Piper. “See? No problem at all. Besides, we’re all friends here. And about to be family, basically.”
“How so?” Piper squeaked.
“Oh, you know, me and Ford living together and all…”
“Right.” Piper stared at him. That wasn’t what he meant and they both knew it.
He grinned smugly and his gaze fell to where her fingers were gripping August’s waist—from where she still didn’t want to remove them.
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August dropped to the floor of her living room, not batting an eyelid when Ford stepped over her to collapse onto the couch. She could still feel Piper’s hand against her back and her waist. She’d been nineteen the last time someone had touched her so simultaneously confidently and nervously at the same time—or maybe that was just the way it made her feel. Maybe Piper had been entirely sure of herself. However, the way neither of them addressed the touch, the cautious way her fingers crept over August’s body when they moved a little closer, and the way she couldn’t quite hold August’s gaze each time she moved told August she wasn’t the only one feeling nervous.
Ford cleared his throat, pulling August out of her reverie. “So, good night after all?”
August twisted her head to shoot him a look. “I never thought it was going to be a bad night.”
“Right,” he laughed. “You were just worried your girlfriend’s friends wouldn’t like you.”
“She’s not my girlfriend,” August shot back, wishing the floor would swallow her whole.
“Sure. You just spend every night with women you aren’t interested in wrapped around you.”
“It’s kind of weird for you to be taking shots like that, you know?”
He moved to be able to look over the arm of the couch at her. “And you only act weird about it when you’re really interested in someone. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”
“Shame isn’t part of it.”
“Isn’t it?”
August lifted her head, frowning as she looked at him. “No? I’m not ashamed of liking her…”
He softened. “No. You’re ashamed of finally doing something for yourself that feels good. You stayed out of dating for a long time—”
“Yeah, because I had a bad experience and needed some time.”
“That’s all?”
“Yes?”
“Nothing to do with feeling like you need to put your life on hold to help me with mine?”
August stared at him in surprise. She had no idea he felt like that. She did feel responsible for him, for helping him, but she’d never blamed him, and she’d tried to avoid doing anything that suggested she was putting her life on hold to look after him. “No? Ford, I love you but you’re a grown man. I’m pretty sure you can look after yourself.”
He laughed and relaxed back into the couch. “I know you know that logically, but even you have to admit you’ve been willing to move your whole life around to help me.”
“I don’t know that moving apartments is that big a deal. I’ve done it before, I’ll do it again. People move all the time.”
“Yes, because they want to, not because they’re trying to house their siblings.”
“People do all kinds of things for the ones they love,” she said, slightly surly.
Ford sighed. “I know. And I am unbelievably grateful to you. I just want to make sure that you aren’t putting your thing with Piper on hold because you’re worried about me.”
“How would that even be connected?”
“Well, because I know you well enough to know you’ll have thought through the logistics of whether Hermes would still be willing to house me if things went badly with Piper.”
August huffed. She had thought about that. Damn him. “Fine. That has… occurred to me. But Hermes is going to have you sign an actual rental contract, right? You’ll be protected.”
He laughed and August knew they were both thinking about the fact that his lease hadn’t protected him from a bad environment in his current place. Contracts were great, but they only did so much.
But wasn’t that true in life, too? August couldn’t plan for every little thing. She’d stayed out of the dating game for a long time precisely because she’d seen how much control she had to give up to be in a relationship and she’d seen how that worked out. Piper, however, was making it feel fun and liberating to let go. Maybe she needed to learn to let go of things—like the idea that Hermes would screw Ford over if she and Piper didn’t work out.
August sat up and looked at Ford. “Okay. Fine. I can’t promise that it would protect you entirely, but I can’t promise that it wouldn’t, either. Hermes seems like a decent guy. It wouldn’t be fair for me to judge him on the way he might behave if a theoretical relationship went down the drain.”
Ford raised his eyebrows. “Theoretical relationship? As if this whole thing isn’t absolutely happening before our eyes?”
“We don’t know what’s happening. It’s not like Piper and I have really talked about it.”
“Oh, she hasn’t asked you out on a date?”
“Well…”
“And she wasn’t holding you for most of the night?”
“Um.”
“And you don’t light up every single time she texts or calls you?”
August cleared her throat. “What’s your point?”
He laughed.
“Fine,” August said. “Maybe it’s not theoretical but it’s also not actual, and until it is… it’s not.”
He narrowed his eyes, pausing as he tried to figure out what she’d even said. “What?”
“Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”
“You’re so far gone you’ve stopped making sense.”
August groaned. “It’s a good thing Hermes is letting you move in, otherwise, I’d be kicking you out with nowhere to go.”
“You wouldn’t,” he said, cheerful and without a hint of concern that August would actually make him leave.
“Fine. I wouldn’t.”
They were quiet for a moment before Ford sucked in a breath and quietly asked, “Why are you being so cagey about the whole thing with Piper?”
August deflated slightly. She hadn’t expected him to just ask outright. Perhaps she should have known better. But, if she couldn’t tell him, who could she tell? Getting it out might even help.
She took a minute, thinking and gathering herself, before she looked pointedly at him. “She was—however unintentionally—the very first person I met on a date after I decided it was time. However ready and hopeful I felt about the whole thing, I wasn’t actually expecting something so quickly. I know it happened for Měilíng, and, ostensibly, I was looking for the same thing, but I was planning for a grace period, you know? A period of time where I could date and it wasn’t going to be anything, and I could… I don’t know, ease my way back in.”
“But you and Piper were just friends first, right?”
August nodded. “Even within that, there was this… chemistry, I guess? It wasn’t like anything else I’d ever experienced. You know how, when you’re with your friends, you’re having the best time and you love seeing them, but you know you’d start to wind each other up if you lived in each other’s pockets?”
Ford laughed. “Kind of, yeah. Though I think my need for quiet, alone time is less than yours.”
“Right, but you know what I mean. With Piper, it never felt like that. She could call me right after we’d gotten off a call; she could call me and stay on the phone all night; she could send me fifty texts in an hour, and it would never become too much.”
“She sent you fifty texts in an hour?”
“What? No. It was just… a saying.”
“Not a saying, but I see what you mean.”
August glared at him. She knew that wasn’t a saying, she was just trying to parse her thoughts, and there he was, being a typical brother, like always. “I just mean that, even when we were friends, it was a different kind of friendship than I was used to. So, if we do the whole relationship thing, what if that’s different, too?”
“What if it’s better? Why would that be scary?”
“Why would it not be?”
“Because you’re wondering about if you date and it’s amazing? There’s nothing bad there.”
August stared at him. “You never get that feeling? The terror of something that’s about to change your entire world?”
He stopped, looking at her, a million different emotions passing over his face. “Huh. I guess it’s never felt like that, no.”
“Culinary school wasn’t like that?”
He tilted his head, looking up at the ceiling. “Maybe a little, but, in a good way. I knew it was going to change everything in my life, and I knew it was going to be hard, but I wanted that change so badly. And it’s worth it, you know? Even with all the trouble with my roommates.”
“Because you love it?”
He smiled. “Yes. Because I love it. So, even the bad times are worth it.”
“But, what if you don’t love it yet, there’s just the potential for you to?”
“Wasn’t that how it worked for you when you went to college?”
She stared at him. “I… guess so.”
“And that seems to have worked out great. You picked something you liked enough to know you might love the future it gave you. Maybe relationships are the same.”
“My career doesn’t hold in its hands the ability to crush my heart.”
“Yeah, but it also doesn’t stand by you when you’re forced to go to dinner with Mom and Dad and answer all of their invasive questions. It isn’t where you turn when you’re having a bad day and need to talk—or when you’re having a great day and want to celebrate. It doesn’t give you the power to feel like you can live your own life without worrying what other people—Mom and Dad especially—think.”
“And you’re suggesting Piper will?”
He nodded slowly. “I think there’s something between the two of you that’s worth letting go of control for. And, I think, yes, she would stand by your side through Mom and Dad’s nonsense.” He hesitated. “I think the kind of connection you have with her could lead to a love that shows you that what you’ve settled for in the past is not what you deserve. You just need to give her the chance.”
August’s throat felt thick. She didn’t feel like she’d settled that much. Nobody went into relationships hoping to settle. She’d thought she’d been doing okay, doing the right thing. Partners didn’t want to deal with all of her family drama, and she’d understood. She’d assumed that was how it went, that she didn’t deserve someone who wanted to handle that with her. But here was Ford, pointing out things she’d barely had the courage to acknowledge herself, let alone think anyone else had noticed.
She blinked rapidly and cleared her throat. “When did you get so wise, huh?”
He moved to sit beside her on the floor, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I grew up with a pretty great role model.”
“Oh, yeah? Mom and Dad teaching you all about being there for the people you love?”
He nudged her, the two of them swaying together slightly. “You, you dork. And, as you said, I’m a fully grown man now. You don’t have to carry the burden all alone. Maybe you felt the need to protect me when I was a kid, but, now, we get to be equals.” He shot her a sentimental look that transformed into a laugh. “And, as your equal, I get to tell you when you’re being a fool about a good woman who is clearly massively into you.”
“You think?” August asked, a little more emotional than she’d been planning to get tonight.
“If someone looked at me the way Piper looks at you, I don’t think I’d be holding up that first date for anything.”
She laughed. “Does it even count as a first date at this point?”
“Yes. For sentimentality’s sake.”
“You’re such a romantic.”
“And you’re not? I got it from somewhere. And, no, it wasn’t Mom and Dad, before you ask.”
August laughed again. There were many things you could accuse their parents of, but being romantics would not be high on the list. “Fair. Sorry for infecting you.”
He leaned reassuringly into her side, making her feel small in a pleasant way—like maybe he was right and she didn’t have to carry her burdens alone, like they really were equals these days. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Let us hope your new roommate is similarly sentimental.”
Ford laughed. “I think he’s more my landlord than my roommate.”
“You’ll be living together.”
“We will.” He smiled to himself, and August could see the relief that thought brought him. “I have a good feeling about it.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.” He nodded, obviously going over his conversations with Hermes from the night. “Plus, we can gossip freely about what’s happening with you and Piper, because he’s just as much on that train as everyone else is.”
“Ugh.” August relaxed her body, dropping backwards onto the floor again. “I did get that impression from him.”
Ford laughed. “I don’t know why you’re being weird about it. Everyone there was thinking the same thing—even the people that weren’t part of our group.”
“They were not.”
“Excuse me? When was the last time you saw two people standing the way you and Piper were and didn’t think they were together?”
“Um. Well. Never, probably. But I’m sure I see it sometimes and don’t give it a second thought, so there’s no guarantee everyone thought we were together.”
He rolled his eyes. “I can’t wait until you two make it official so you can stop being ridiculous.”
“As you just pointed out, we haven’t even had our first date yet, so I’m not the one jumping the gun.”
“You’re the one being annoying about a woman you clearly adore.”
“I adore all my friends.”
“Not the same and you know it. You literally just told me it’s not.”
“Eh. I guess.” She laughed. “I suppose I just have to refrain from screwing up Thursday night?”
“You’re not going to screw it up. She’s been on more than enough bad dates. I think she’s ready for one she gets to enjoy. Hell, the woman traveled halfway across the city just to be there for you on your bad date.”
“It wasn’t quite that far.”
“Yeah, that’s the part to focus on.” He shook his head. “You’re ridiculous.”
“You too, but I guess it’s genetic.”
He laughed. “I suppose, if that’s what the genetics gave us, it could have been way worse.”
“You’re… not wrong there.” August shuddered.
He paused, watching her for a moment. “Just try to have fun on Thursday, yeah? Try to… let go.”
“I suppose a dance class is a good place to relax.”
“Mm. Yes. Besides, Shea’s got a whole theory about dance—”
“What?” August whipped herself up into a sitting position again at rapid speed. “How do you know that?”
Ford stared at her wildly. “Because she mentioned it when we were talking about the fact that you and Piper were going to take a rumba class together…”
“Ugh. Do I even want to know what it is?”
Understanding lit up his expression. “Ah. I see.” He laughed. “Yeah, you should ask her.”
“I’m not—”
August’s phone lit up on the floor next to her. Shea.
What timing the woman had.
Ford laughed as August picked the phone up and opened the message.
I was told I wasn’t allowed to ask you this at the bar, but we’re not at the bar now, sooooo… you’re into Piper, right?
August groaned. It was very Shea to work around the request like that. She was certain Piper must have been the one to tell her not to ask, and she was pretty certain the sentiment had applied to simply not asking at all, not just avoiding doing it in the bar.
Before she could reply, a second text came in. To be clear: I mean sexually. You’re into her sexually, right?
And another. Also romantically. That too, right?
August groaned, feeling herself flushing.
“Everything going well?” Ford asked, clearly amused.
“No. Not even a little bit,” August replied, ridiculously embarrassed.
Ford laughed loudly. “That means it’s going great. Let me see?”
“Ugh. Why not? What difference does it make? You’re all on the same page.” August shut her eyes and handed him the phone, blushing harder when he laughed. Even she couldn’t deny there was something sweet about it, though.
In her last relationship, she’d felt kind of alone. Měilíng hadn’t been keen on her ex. None of her friends had. Ford had hated her, though he hadn’t fully revealed that until it was over for fear of losing August. Her parents liked her, but August had since decided that wasn’t a good sign. She’d felt very much like she was segmenting her life for a relationship that wasn’t actually making her very happy at all.
Now, she and Piper hadn’t even had their first proper date but the people around them were all in. They were welcoming her and Ford. They were reaching out, connecting, embracing her. And, even if they were being a little forward, she found she didn’t mind it. She knew they’d stop if she asked. And that was when the lack of control felt okay.
Her whole life was already changing, but the changes were good. Maybe any future changes with Piper would be too.
She pulled in a deep breath, preparing to text Shea back, but the air was sucked straight from her lungs when Ford pulled out his phone and laughed.
“Hermes just texted to ask the same thing,” he said.
August laughed, the sound more akin to a groan than anything else. “Of course he did.”
But Ford looked up and caught her eye and the joy she saw there was something August knew she was feeling too. It was something she hadn’t seen in a long time and, no matter what happened, she was never going to be upset at Piper or this group for helping bring that back to both of them. 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
 
“What do you wear to go dancing?” Piper asked, suddenly realizing she’d been all in on the date and hadn’t thought through the logistics of how unprepared she’d feel once it finally arrived. What did she do with a date she really, genuinely wanted to go on?
Massima laughed. “Anything you want, but probably something you can move in.”
“Yes. Thank you. I had actually figured that part out. I wasn’t planning on showing up in a suit of armor.”
“You own a suit of armor?”
“No.” Piper closed her eyes and shook her head.
“Whatever you wear, August will love it.”
Piper ducked out of her closet to look at Massima, who was lying on her stomach across the foot of Piper’s bed, one hand propping her head up. “You think so?”
“Yes.” Massima grinned, her eyes sparkling. “Plus, you already have an advantage.”
“How so?”
“Well, you went to meet August there once before, when she was on a date. You know what she was wearing. Hell, the first time you two met, you were both on dates. You know what the other dresses like for them.”
“She didn’t know she was going dancing on that date. She wasn’t dressed for it.”
Massima groaned. “Whatever you wear will be fine. Stop overthinking it and just enjoy finally going on a date with August.”
Piper sighed. “You say that like it’s easy. Meanwhile, I’m over here trying to get ready for a first date I’m actually worried about for the first time in ages.”
Massima stood up, moved to grab Piper’s shoulders and look her in the eye, and said, “You and August know each other. There’s nothing either of you is going to do that will ruin the date. It’s a foregone conclusion that it will go well.”
Piper shot her a look. “Have you ever gone on a date with a friend? Have you ever tried to go from friends to something more? Have you considered just how badly you wreck everything if it doesn’t work?”
“That’s not going to happen. You two have only been friends for a few months. This isn’t like trying to get it on with someone who feels like a sibling to you. That energy you two have is going to translate perfectly into dating.”
“Still lose a friend if it doesn’t work out, though.”
Massima hummed thoughtfully. “I don’t think that’s true. Maybe it will be awkward for a minute, but I’m sure you’ll work it out and be friends regardless.”
Piper shrugged. It was hard to imagine, mostly, she realized, because she didn’t want to be just friends. She’d loved having August in her life and getting to be her friend. But, from the moment she’d acknowledged she was interested in August, she hadn’t wanted to be friends. Sure, if things didn’t work out, she’d probably get over it and they could go back to being friends, but, as they hung on the precipice of something more, the idea of it not working out and having to hang out with August and her future girlfriend felt suffocating.
Piper turned back to the wardrobe. “This one,” she said, pulling out a dress that would work great as it swayed and twisted in the dance studio.
“Great choice,” Massima said, a huge, encouraging smile taking over her face.
Piper laughed. “You’d have said that regardless of what I pulled out, wouldn’t you?”
“Maybe not if you pulled out a potato sack.”
“Mm, because my closet is full of those.”
“Hey, you never know.”
“I think you’ve raided it enough times to know, actually.”
Massima shrugged and shot Piper a devilish grin. “Speaking of which… I might need to raid it tomorrow.”
Piper narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
“Well, you know, because we’re helping with the big move and I don’t have any good clothes for that.”
Piper shut her closet door, watching Massima suspiciously. “You don’t have clothes to help Ford move into Hermes’ apartment? It’s hardly a fixer-upper.”
The impending move was another reason Piper needed tonight to go well. She could only imagine how awkward it would be to see August the morning after a terrible date. Especially if the activity they were completing was one that painfully highlighted the fact that they were stuck in each other’s lives for the foreseeable future.
It was deeply unfortunate that Hermes and Ford had chosen the morning after their big date to move in together.
“Correct.” Massima sat back on the edge of Piper’s bed.
“The confidence with which you lie to me is truly astounding.”
Her mouth dropped open in consternation. “I’m not lying! I don’t have anything to wear.”
“You have workout gear. You have jeans.”
“Expensive workout gear that I don’t want to damage. And nice jeans. I don’t have anything to wear for… manual labor.”
“What exactly do you imagine you’ll be doing? There’s going to be a bunch of us there. If you don’t want to help with any painting or building furniture, you won’t have to.”
“Moving boxes is manual labor.”
Piper caught sight of the clock. She didn’t have time for this. “You know, whatever you want.” She waved towards the bottom drawer of her dresser. “That one’s full of stuff I don’t care about getting damaged. Have at it.”
Massima beamed. “You’re the best.”
“Thank you. Now, get out. I have a date to get ready for.”
Massima ran from the room giggling and was still just as excited when Piper emerged half an hour later, ready to leave.
“You look great. Have fun. I know you will. Bye, bye, bye,” Massima said, practically hauling Piper out the door once she had her coat.
Piper spluttered but went with it since she was trying to leave anyway and this was probably preferable to Massima holding her up to talk about the date.
The last time she’d gone to meet August at the dance studio, she’d taken public transport. This time, thanks to the rain and the fact that she was actually on the date, she’d ordered a cab. And, when it pulled up at the dance studio and she climbed out, she was right on time to see August emerging from the nearby parking garage.
August spotted her as they walked towards each other and stopped, both a little hesitant, outside the door.
“You look beautiful,” Piper said honestly.
August laughed gently, looking away. “You’ve seen this coat before, sorry.”
“You still look beautiful.”
“You too,” she said, looking back at Piper, sincerity burning in her eyes. “And I’m glad the rain has slowed down for a minute. I wasn’t keen on showing up looking like a drowned rat.”
“I’m sure you’d still look fantastic.”
August blushed and looked up at the studio. “Well. Do you suppose we should go in?”
“After you.”
Every little look, every gesture, every moment felt so much more loaded than any other first date Piper had ever been on. She’d had good first dates in the past, but they’d never felt like this.
The studio was warm and beautifully lit, the scent of wood polish in the air. Everything about the experience felt like it needed to be captured and cataloged in Piper’s brain. She’d never fully understood the people who remembered every little detail of their first date with someone—she could give a general overview, but the minutiae evaded her. This time, however, she knew she’d remember it all.
About eight other couples assembled in the room and the instructors stood at the front, looking out over the group. One of them smiled warmly at August.
“You came back,” she said, approaching the two of them.
August laughed a little awkwardly. “I heard Thursday nights were good here.”
“They are indeed.” She grinned at Piper and held out a hand. “I’m Demelza. I’ll be one of your instructors tonight.”
Piper felt herself relax a little. Introductions to new people she could handle. “Piper. I’ve heard great things.”
Demelza laughed. “Let’s see if you can keep up then.”
As she headed back to the front of the class, Piper breathed a laugh. She could see why, despite the bad date, August was happy to come back here. The energy was warm and welcoming, and it was definitely the queerest dance studio Piper had ever seen.
The class started and any relaxation Piper had been feeling dropped from her body when she was told to face August. The memory of their first meeting flooded her mind. It hadn’t been a first date, but maybe she did remember more of the details than she’d allowed herself to admit.
August’s hands found Piper’s body and it felt like she hadn’t bothered with the dress at all, as if August’s hands were pressed straight to her skin.
She could barely breathe as they moved together. The instructions they were given registered but felt a million miles away, as if they were being spoken through a hazy fog that prevented anything from reaching them and breaking whatever was between them.
August looked at her, blushing and radiant. Her eyes danced in the lights of the studio as her hands traced over Piper’s body in the most tantalizing way.
Piper suddenly found she couldn’t question Shea’s theory about dancing and sex. The only other experience she’d ever had that was this erotic and physical was sex. She couldn’t even bring herself to remember the other people in the class.
The entire time, her heart pounded and she felt dizzy in the most wonderful way. She couldn’t get enough of having August so close to her, or of the looks August gave her.
When the direct instruction stopped and they had everyone practicing what they’d learned, Piper felt like the two of them were in their own little bubble that nobody else could penetrate. Not able to resist, she shot August a grin. “So, is this class better than your previous one?”
August bit her lip as she laughed. “Oh, just a little.”
“Huh. Better step up my game if it’s only a little bit better.”
“Piper,” August complained fondly, her tone causing Piper’s insides to twist and turn deliciously. “You know what I mean.”
“I do. But I’ve got to ensure I’m beating Eva, you know? I have heard she’s incredible in bed.”
“I don’t care how good she is in bed. I have no interest in having her there.”
Piper’s entire body flushed at the unspoken implication that, while August might not want Eva in her bed, she did want Piper there. Again, Shea’s theory poked at her mind. As they danced together, Piper could see all of the ways they’d work in bed, all of the ways they’d move together and touch each other—and how much she needed that.
“How are we doing over here?” Demelza asked, checking in on them. Her presence broke some of the sexual tension between Piper and August, but Piper could still feel it thrumming inside of her, flowing across all of the places they touched each other.
“Good, I think,” August said, smiling at her. “Quite a bit better than the last time I was here.”
Demelza shot her a knowing look. “I can see that.”
She talked them through a couple of adjustments before leaving them alone again.
Piper smiled at August. “I’m glad to know I’m not the worst date you’ve had here.”
She laughed. “Not by a long stretch.”
“Might even go so far as to say I’m the best date you’ve had here, huh?”
“I think that’s a safe bet.” She made a concerted effort to hold Piper’s gaze. “I might even be so bold as to say it’s one of the best dates I’ve had anywhere.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” She looked down.
“Me too,” Piper replied, feeling as though her insides were melting.
“Yeah?”
She laughed. “I don’t think I’ll need to make an ‘I just had a terrible date call’ afterwards, if that’s what you’re asking.”
August laughed too, and Piper couldn’t help but marvel at the sound and the fact that she was the one who got August’s laughs.
Piper was such a sucker when she liked someone.
A considering, amused look settled on August’s face as they turned on the spot together. “What’s the worst date you’ve ever had that I don’t know about?”
Piper laughed. She’d told August plenty of tales about bad dates, but there was one that held a special place. “The guy who brought his mother along.”
“What?” August asked, eyes wide.
“Yeah. It was so awkward and embarrassing that I almost never talk about it.”
August winced. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to tell me.”
“No, no. I want to.”
“Well, if you’re sure…”
Piper smiled. She was absolutely certain. “I’d wanted to go for dinner at Peruglio’s for months. Do you know the place?”
“Yeah. Fancy restaurant on 5th, right?”
“Exactly. I’d been holding onto it because…” She shook her head. “Well, because it costs a fortune and because I wanted it to be special. But, I’d been talking to this guy for months, it seemed to be going well, and, entirely unprompted, he mentioned wanting to take me to Peruglio’s. So, you know, it felt like a sign or something, and I agreed.”
“I already feel stressed for you,” August breathed as she twirled Piper momentarily away from her and back into her body.
Piper’s breathing stumbled as August’s fingers gripped her hip and she almost lost her train of thought. The guy, and his mother, and the weird date were a distant memory in comparison to the feeling of August against her, holding her.
She cleared her throat. “I arrived, the restaurant was beautiful, the service from the second you open the door is impeccable, and they tell me my party has already arrived.”
“Oh, no.”
“Yep. So, I just thought it was fancy restaurant speak, you know? Like, sure, my party of one other person. Whatever. But, nope. I’m led to a table—one that’s really only suited to two people on a date, which I can only assume the guy insisted on—and there he is. With an older woman.”
“His mother.” August cringed while saying it, not a question at all since they both knew where this was going.
“Who, by the way, he hadn’t mentioned at all in his messages.”
“You’re kidding?”
“I wish I was.”
“Yikes.”
Piper nodded. “So, yeah, I sit down and she doesn’t really say anything, just starts assessing me. As in, she was watching everything I did and making mental notes.”
“Did he say anything?”
“Not at first. Just asked how I was doing, how the journey over was, if I liked the restaurant… Usual first date stuff, but all while his mother is just sitting there with her knee pressing into my leg under the table.”
“Oh, my god.”
“Yep. He did finally introduce her, at which point, she essentially took over the date. She started asking me all these questions about my background and education, my job, my aspirations for the future.” Piper shook her head, shuddering at the memory. “Turns out she didn't think working in music distribution was any good and, apparently, I needed to shoot for being a producer or composer if I wanted to have social and cultural capital.”
August gaped at her. “She said that to you?”
“She did indeed. Serious as you like, as if the whole thing were as normal as could be.”
“And he didn’t say anything? Didn’t explain or tell her to stop or leave?”
“Not a damn thing. So, I just had to sit there while she insulted my career, told me I needed not to live with a roommate, and performed an audit on my life to provide feedback on how to be worthy of her son.”
“For fuck’s sake. Why on earth would you even want to be worthy of someone like that?”
“Beats me.”
“For the record, you were already more than worthy of him. He didn’t deserve you.”
Piper smiled sweetly. “Thank you. I know that now. But, at the time, it was a lot.”
“I can imagine.”
“Eventually, she started prompting him to tell me all about himself—much of which I already knew from our messages, but she wanted to provide her own spin on it. Essentially, she thought he was God's gift to women and the Earth.” Piper narrowed her eyes slightly. “And then…”
“Oh, god. It gets worse?”
“She gets up as some young woman approaches, introduces her as his sister, and moves two tables over to pull the same thing again on some poor, unwitting guy who was on a date with the sister!”
“Jesus Christ.”
“So, yeah, she then spent the time bouncing between the two tables… facilitating her children’s dates.”
August stared at her, stunned. “Wow,” she breathed.
“Yep. Blocked him the minute I left the restaurant. Right after I told him that bringing his mother on dates was weird and that he would never find anyone if he kept doing that.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
August shook her head, holding Piper close to her.
It turned out, dance lessons were a great idea if you liked the person you were on a date with. As a first date, she’d generally think it was something to avoid—a little too intimate for someone you’d only just met. But, with Piper, it was something else entirely.
Piper’s hands holding onto her, her own fingers gliding over the soft fabric of Piper’s dress, feeling the heat of her body radiating through it, the soft skin underneath teasing her and making her stomach drop every time she adjusted her grip. And even that was nothing compared to the dizzying sensation that jolted through her when Piper gripped her waist or squeezed her fingers a little tighter.
The whole thing made August feel like she couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t miss it at all.
“I’m sorry about the terrible date and the guy with his weirdly intrusive mom,” August whispered into Piper’s ear. She felt the way Piper shuddered straight down into her core.
“That’s okay. I’ve come a long way since then.” Her voice was warm and sweet and soft in a way that almost made August forget where they were.
Piper pulled back and held her gaze, the moment intensifying, their movements slowing to a gentle sway. August’s eyes caught on the quick flick of tongue that danced across Piper’s lower lip, leaving it glossy and mesmerizing. Just the tiniest tip of Piper’s tongue, but August couldn’t get enough, the sight of it reaching somewhere deep inside of her and turning on a light she’d long thought extinguished.
Her breathing was shallow and far too ragged for the dance they were doing.
Piper’s hand slid slowly but deliberately up August’s arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake, even under her long-sleeved shirt. She continued to hold August’s gaze when she reached the collar.
August’s lungs failed to expand properly as she felt Piper’s grip wrap around her collar, one warm, electric finger still extended. August’s eyes bounced desperately between Piper’s gaze and lips as the finger in question came down tantalizingly slowly to trace across her throat and under her shirt to tease along her collarbone.
“Piper,” she whispered, her voice filled with longing.
Piper’s gaze flicked up from where she’d been watching her own fingertip glide over August’s skin. “August,” she murmured back, a smile tugging at her perfect, red lips.
August wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say to that. There wasn’t anything to say—nothing that would make sense. Her mind was a fuzzy haze of wanting. Any noises she made would simply be that tangled mess made vocal.
Piper hummed as if August had said all of that out loud, as if she understood completely. Maybe she did. Maybe all of it was written perfectly plainly across August’s face. Either way, August couldn’t find it in herself to be embarrassed or concerned.
“Okay, everyone,” Demelza’s voice called from very far away.
August blinked, taking in the amused look on Piper’s face as she held them close for a moment longer, just as reluctant to let the real world sweep in between them as August was.
They stood close together as they both turned to listen to Demelza wrapping up the lesson, and August wondered whether it was too soon to ask Piper to return with her next week.
Her breathing still hadn’t righted itself when Demelza stopped speaking, shot her a knowing look, and nodded in parting. Perhaps she and Piper had been a little obvious—and oblivious to the rest of the world around them.
They gathered their belongings, their gazes returning to each other over and over again. It was the most successful date August had ever been on. Perhaps she should have known, expected it from the second she’d met Piper. You didn’t have that much chemistry in the first five minutes without there being something worth exploring between you.
Piper paused on the sidewalk outside the studio and nodded towards the café she’d waited at the last time she’d met August here. “I want you to know that, if we didn’t have a huge moving day to help with tomorrow, I’d absolutely ask you to continue this over there.”
August grinned. “How much sleep do you really need?”
Piper’s eyes flashed in a way August had never experienced in real life. “August,” she warned, her voice deliciously dark.
August stifled a laugh and walked backwards towards the road. “We can get you decaf, if you prefer?”
“August,” Piper repeated, this time more frustrated and needy.
“Hey, if you don’t want a drink for the ride home, that’s okay, too. But, you know, while we’re here, I thought we could use a drink for the drive. We might have to take the long way, after all.”
They wouldn’t need to. The roads weren’t going to be busy. August just needed to. Hell, she’d only driven to the date in the first place so she could drive Piper home.
“You don’t have to drive me back, you know?”
“I want to,” August said, looking over her shoulder at Piper. She looked like something from a movie—glossy hair, bright red lipstick popping against the city at night. Gorgeous.
Piper hummed, skipped to catch up to August, and held the door to the café open for her. August smiled and shook her head, but headed in, gesturing for Piper to order first and enjoying the laughter she was rewarded with. However, she hadn’t been expecting Piper to pay and was unprepared for the move. As she reached for her card, Piper expertly slid hers out from up her sleeve and tapped the machine.
August frowned at her. “Where did you pull that from?”
Piper giggled and leaned into her side. “A lady never tells.”
“I was going to pay.”
“I know.” She grinned, her eyes sparkling. “Maybe you can pay next time.”
Next time? Were they both wondering whether the middle of one date was an appropriate time to ask for the next one? August could work with that.
They got their drinks and walked quickly to August’s car, heads bowed against the wind that had picked up and was bitingly cold.
“Oh, I’m glad we stopped for these drinks,” Piper said once they were buckled into the car, her hands wrapped around the cup, desperate for the warmth it could give her.
August laughed. “We probably wouldn’t have been caught in the wind if we hadn’t stopped…”
Piper shot her a look from under her long, dark eyelashes. “Well, I’m not going to be sad about getting more time with you.”
August pressed her lips together and put the car in reverse, pulling out of the spot, and heading for the long way back to Piper’s place.
Even then, it wasn’t long enough.
When they arrived, she parked the car and, in a desperate bid for a few extra minutes, she climbed out of the car with Piper, both of them looking up at her building as they headed for the door.
When they reached it, Piper slotted herself between August and the wall beside it.
“So,” she said, biting down on a smile, “how was your date?”
August’s gaze ran over her face, lit perfectly by the building’s outdoor lanterns. “It was… definitely one I’d like to do again?”
“Yeah?”
“Yes.”
She unleashed the smile, full and radiant. “Lucky, really, since we’d be stuck spending tomorrow together even if it had gone badly.”
August hummed in agreement, stepping a little closer to her. “Kind of a wild decision on our part not to reschedule after Ford and Hermes picked tomorrow as moving day.”
“Oh, well, you know, it’s the only night we could go to the studio.”
“Right. That’s all it was.”
She nodded, biting her bottom lip. Her snow-white teeth were so bright against the red lipstick. “Not at all because we knew it would go so well we didn’t have to worry about tomorrow.”
“Not at all.”
Piper reached out, her fingers wrapping around August’s lapels. “Although, right now, it is a little frustrating that our date has to get cut short.”
“Mm. Maybe we did pick the wrong night.”
“No,” she whispered, long and slow and soft, as she pulled August forward, into her body.
August’s hands settled on Piper’s hips and the movement set her heart racing even through all the layers of clothing.
Piper held August’s gaze as she said, “Just to be very, very clear, we have an early morning tomorrow, and I don’t sleep with people on the first date, and I don’t, for one second, want you to think this is just about sex.”
“Understood, and agreed,” August replied. It wasn’t the smoothest response she could have given but she was lost in Piper’s eyes and the feeling of their bodies pressed together again. And she did agree—with all of it.
Piper smiled and nodded. “So. In that case, how do you feel about kissing on the first date?”
“In general?” Her eyes flickered down to Piper’s lips. “Or with you?”
One of Piper’s hands slid up August’s coat. Her fingers caressed August’s throat until she held her jawline, her thumb resting on August’s chin, just below her lip. “With me.”
August gasped as Piper’s thumb ran, featherlight, over her lips. “Great. Really, really great.”
Piper smirked as she used the hand still gripping August’s lapel to pull them even closer together. Her hand slipped along August’s jaw to play across the soft skin behind her earlobe. August’s entire body was trembling with the need to kiss her.
Their breaths, white clouds in the cold night, mingled together, inseparable, as Piper brushed her nose against August’s, their heads tilting from side to side, lips almost—almost—touching.
“Piper,” August moaned quietly.
Piper hummed and finally closed the aching distance between them.
Her lips were soft but needy against August’s, and, however much August had wanted this, she could feel Piper wanting it every bit as much.
One of her hands wrapped around Piper’s back, holding her close. The other ran up her front, vaguely aware of the feeling of Piper’s body under her thick coat, and laced its way into Piper’s hair. And they kissed like nothing else in the world mattered, like they had all the time in the universe to do so.
Piper’s hands wound their way down August’s body and teased their way up under her coat.
August gasped into the kiss when freezing cold fingers touched her waist—Piper’s cold hands directly on her bare skin.
“Sorry,” Piper said urgently into the kiss, barely breaking apart.
“Mm. No,” August replied quickly, moving to grip Piper’s arms and hold her hands under her shirt, against her skin.
“Okay,” Piper said, laughing, as she pressed her palms against August’s lower back.
The temperature difference was shocking and sexy and heady, and August kissed Piper harder, more desperately. Their bodies moved together, frenzied in their efforts to drink each other in, to have each other closer.
August knew they were at Piper’s front door. She knew they had to get up early and help her brother move into Hermes’ place. She knew a million different things but all she could bring herself to care about was the feeling of kissing Piper—Piper’s hands under her shirt, Piper’s lips pressed bruisingly into hers, Piper’s tongue teasing her own, her body pressing Piper into the wall behind her.
They kissed and kissed, both of them increasingly desperate, until Piper’s hands were no longer cold against her body, and every part of her felt like it was on fire, the cold night a distant memory.
Eventually, they broke apart, their foreheads resting together.
“Wow,” Piper breathed.
“I’ll say,” August replied, sounding equally breathless.
“Finally went on the right date,” she laughed.
August hummed and couldn’t resist ducking her head to kiss along Piper’s neck. She loved the moan the move elicited from Piper, and the way her head fell back against the wall, allowing August more access.
“August,” she gasped. “If you keep doing that, I don’t think our ‘no sex on the first date’ thing will hold.”
August laughed against her throat, loving the way Piper shivered in response. “Is that supposed to be a deterrent?”
“No.” She pulled August closer again, her hips bucking to meet August’s body.
The intercom buzzed to life beside them and August was ready to ignore it—not sure who she’d become, but loving every second of it—until Massima’s voice blared out at them and Piper groaned, her tightly wound muscles relaxing.
“You two do know you have plans tomorrow morning, right?” Massima laughed.
“If you’re listening in, I’m guessing you know we’re perfectly aware,” Piper replied, her tone sarcastic and short with the interruption.
August moved her mouth to Piper’s ear and breathed a barely audible, “Does it have a camera?”
“No,” Piper replied, just as quietly.
“Good.”
August resumed kissing Piper’s neck and she could feel the way Piper was holding back the moans itching to break free from her. It was one of the sexiest things August had ever experienced.
“Hey, it’s not my fault if you’re being noisy right next to the intercom,” Massima said, faux outraged.
“We didn’t dial up to the apartment,” Piper told her, her voice wavering beautifully. “The only way you could hear is if you were watching for us and then choosing to listen in. Which is, honestly, so weird.”
Massima laughed loudly, the sound crackling over the speaker. “I’m just trying to help you both be good friends and siblings. Can you imagine how Ford and Hermes would feel if you two blew them off? Absolutely devastated. Rejected. Abandoned.”
August groaned into Piper’s neck at the same time she scoffed out loud at Massima.
“Fine,” Piper said, holding onto August’s hands as they finally pulled apart. “You’ve successfully killed the mood. Can we have some privacy to say good night?”
“Yep,” Massima agreed happily, “but I’m calling back if you’re not here in ten minutes.”
Piper rolled her eyes. “I’ll be up in a second.”
Massima laughed, the sound cutting off when the intercom clicked and fell silent again.
“Should I be worried about how long she was listening?” August asked, mostly just amused.
“Oh, god. Who knows? The ‘listen in’ button doesn’t make a sound. It’s only when they click to speak that you can tell someone’s using it.”
“Delightful.”
She laughed. “Definitely better to just not think about it.”
August shot her a look. “Only that part though. I’ll be thinking about the rest of it.”
Piper’s eyebrows shot up. “Me too, August. Me too.”
August smiled and nodded. “Well, I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning?”
Piper gripped her lapels again. “Tomorrow,” she promised, and she pulled August in for another kiss. It wasn’t as quick as it should have been to ensure Massima stayed off their backs, but August didn’t care in the slightest.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 
Piper was feeling light and giggly as she crawled across her bed and installed herself under the thick, fluffy duvet. Massima had questions, of course, but Piper had managed to brush her off with her own interruption, laughing as she insisted Massima had been right that they had an early morning tomorrow and needed to get plenty of sleep. They’d all booked off work for this, it was important. Massima hadn’t been especially happy with that, but Piper figured she’d already heard enough for one night.
She toyed with the neck of the sweatshirt she’d thrown on, holding her phone up and staring at her messages with August. Was it too soon to message? Too late? Would August already be asleep, or trying to sleep? Her drive home wouldn’t have taken long. She’d have made it back while Massima was asking questions and Piper was taking a quick shower.
Her phone screen switched. An incoming call. August’s name.
An excited bolt shot through her body.
“Hello,” she said, low and amused, as she answered.
“So, I went on a date tonight,” August said, matching her tone and following a familiar script that suddenly felt like a whole new story.
“Oh, yeah? Did it go well?”
“Mm, yes, very well.”
“Ah, so, she didn’t call you by another woman’s name, or ditch you in the middle of the date to flirt with someone else?”
August laughed quietly. “She did not.”
“Didn’t bring her mom along to question every choice you’ve ever made in life?”
“Nope.” She laughed again, a little louder. “Although, if she had, I still might have been into her.”
Piper snuggled further down in her blankets. She hadn’t been this soft over anyone in a very long time. “Wow. It must have been a very good date if you’d overlook something so egregious.”
“Maybe she’s worth it.”
She bit her lip, acutely aware of the slide of her thighs against each other, the small boxer shorts she was wearing riding high on her legs. August’s voice was so deep and sensual down the phone, right into her ear.
“I wish I’d invited you in,” she told August.
“I wish I’d said yes.”
Piper’s chest rose and fell rapidly as she heard August’s breath hitching too. “Yeah?”
“I would have said yes.”
“I would have asked.”
“I know.”
“Even though it was a first date?” Piper laughed.
“It wasn’t just any first date. Which is why I know you’d have asked.”
“And why I know you’d have said yes.”
“Yes.” August breathed the word so softly but it filled Piper’s head and seemed to resonate through every atom in her body.
After a moment, she laughed. “You know we still have the same problem, though?”
“And what’s that?” August asked.
“We have to get up early to help your brother move in with one of my best friends.”
August groaned. “I really don’t want to talk about them right now.”
Piper bit down on a sigh. “Same, but…”
“But.” She uttered a frustrated little noise. “I’m in bed. Are you?”
“Yes?”
“You aren’t sure?” August laughed.
“No. I am. I’m just curious where that question is going…”
“Ah.”
Piper hummed as she listened to August clear her throat. Excitement bounced around her stomach and her chest.
“I was…” August hesitated. “I was just making the point that we’re both in bed. Nice and early.”
“Not as early as it would have been if I hadn’t been on a date with you tonight,” Piper teased.
“Oh, are you sad about that? Wishing you went out with someone else?”
“Not at all.”
“Wishing we hadn’t spent quite so long at your front door?”
The way her voice trailed off suggestively was exactly what Piper wasn’t supposed to want—and exactly what she did. Her fingers traced over her lips, remembering August’s mouth on them. “It’s not that. Well, actually, it is—in that, I’m wishing we’d spent more time there.” She hesitated. “Or here.”
“On the phone?” August asked, even though she knew exactly what Piper meant.
“No,” she breathed. “Here.”
Piper traced the fingers of her free hand down her body, longing for it to be August’s hands on her again.
“Piper,” she warned, and Piper could hear all of the desperate need inside her reflected in August’s voice.
“August,” she replied, the sound halfway to a moan.
“Piper.”
“Mm.” She could feel her heartbeat pounding in every part of her, like a drum driving her on. Driving them on. “August?”
“Yes?” she gasped, breathless.
“What would we have been doing if you’d come inside?”
“I think you know the answer to that.”
“I want to know that you do, too.”
She laughed, the sound wavering with desire. “Well, your hands wouldn’t be cold, that’s for sure.”
Piper giggled. The memory of August’s hot skin burning into her cold hands was so vivid she could almost feel it again, almost smell August’s skin, and hear the way she’d gasped before pushing Piper’s hands back under her shirt. “What would they be doing?”
“Piper,” August groaned. “Do you really want me to answer that?”
“Yes.” Her voice burned. “But you don’t have to if you don’t want to.”
“I want to. You have no idea how much I want to, but I need you to know what’s going to happen if I do answer.”
Piper’s heart raced impossibly faster. “What’s going to happen?”
August’s breath rushed from her body with enough force to be heard clearly down the line. “What do you think might happen if I’m lying in bed right after we kissed and telling you what we’d do if we were in the same bed?”
“We’ll have sex.”
August cleared her throat, clearly surprised by how simply and directly Piper named it. “Phone sex, technically.”
“First time for everything.”
“Second time, too,” she said stiffly.
Piper grinned. “You’ve had phone sex before?”
“Once.”
“How was it?”
“Terrible. We were young and awkward and not good enough at it in person to pull it off over the phone.”
“Mm. Well, you’re not any of those things now.”
“I think we’d actually have to have sex for you to know if I’m any good at it.”
“Oh, believe me, I look forward to finding out exactly how good you are, but there’s no way you’re not great at it, not with the way you kiss.”
She laughed in surprise. “Well, I’m glad you approve.”
“I do. So, August, tell me what my hands would be doing if you were here.”
“Touching me,” she whispered, her voice impossibly urgent.
Piper couldn’t help but trace her fingers lightly up her thighs. She’d never been able to hear just how badly someone wanted her before. It was ridiculously compelling. “Yes,” she gasped. “Where?”
“Anywhere. Everywhere.”
“God, I want to touch you.”
“Piper,” she moaned, a little louder, more confident than before.
“I have to take my shorts off.”
“Yes.”
“What are you wearing?” Piper asked as she used her free hand to yank her boxers down, kicking them off somewhere under the blankets.
August laughed at the clichéd question. “Pajamas.”
“Take them off. I want to know that you’re naked.”
August moaned in agreement and Piper could hear the rustle of bedsheets as she stripped her clothes off.
She really should have just invited August in. Who cared what time they had to get up in the morning? Being with her was worth whatever exhaustion tomorrow would bring.
“Are you naked?” Piper asked when the noise settled down again.
“Yes.”
“Wow.” She couldn’t hold back any longer, her hand moving eagerly to her clit, fingers working faster than she wanted them to. She wanted to draw this whole thing out, wanted it to last, but her body was racing ahead of her. “I’m touching myself, August. Thinking about you naked. Thinking about you kissing me, about my hands under your shirt.”
“Fuck, that’s hot.”
“You’re hot.”
“You, too,” August said right as Piper moaned down the phone, prompting a needy gasp from her too.
“God, I wish you were here.”
“Me too. I want to kiss you, feel you. I was so turned on the whole way home.”
“I love thinking about you like that, trying desperately to concentrate on anything but how much you want me.” Her fingers moved rapidly, dancing over her clit, her body hurtling closer and closer as she listened to August’s ragged breathing and imagined how wet she’d been driving home. “I took a shower trying to cool down—” She broke off as she felt herself close to the edge, forcing her hand to slow down, to make this last longer.
“Is that supposed to help?” August asked, her voice rough and uneven, informing Piper she was getting close too. “Because the thought of you wet and naked isn’t cooling me down.”
“I’m not sad about that.”
“Same. Fuck. Piper, I’m so close.”
Piper moaned. She loved phone sex. She loved hearing August touching herself, loved having August tell her what was happening. “I want to listen to you come, August. I want you to come thinking about me wet, and naked, and touching you. Because I am wet and naked right now, and I wish I was touching you.”
August let out a long, low moan before she began chanting curses that cut off with a gasped moan as she came. The sounds pushed Piper over the edge with her, her fingers moving so fast they were almost clumsy. Her body tensed, her feet planted on the mattress pushed her hips up, desperately searching for August’s distant touch as pleasure wracked through her body, flooding every inch of her in delicious, thrumming satisfaction.
She listened to August’s panting coming into time with her own as they both floated in the bliss of the moment.
“I definitely should have asked you in,” she said eventually, breaking the joyous quiet between them.
“We both know why you didn’t. We both know it was for the best.” August laughed, sounding thoroughly spent.
Piper desperately wanted to know what she looked like after she came—and when she came. “Do we?”
“Okay, maybe we don’t, but we both know why we had to go home alone.”
“Because phone sex is amazing and we wouldn’t have gotten to do it otherwise?”
“All you have to do is call.” She laughed softly. “I think we’d have gotten the opportunity either way.”
“That is great information to have.”
“Are you surprised I want to have sex with you? After tonight?”
“Ha. Well, I guess not. But, still. Good to know which options are on the table.”
“All the options. Every single one of them.”
Piper hummed happily and wondered whether that included doing it on the table. She still hadn’t gotten the answer for exactly what August had done on tables before but she didn’t mind getting it from a live demonstration. “So… if I called a cab and had it bring me to you right now?”
“Absolutely on the table.”
She giggled. “We probably shouldn’t…”
“Probably not. I wouldn’t want to get any sleep at all if you were here right now.”
“Right. And we’re supposed to be awake and alert tomorrow.”
“Apparently.”
“But… just so you know, I’m totally free tomorrow night.”
August breathed another laugh. “What do you know? Me too.”
“That is fantastic news. Best news ever.”
She sighed fondly. “Piper?”
“Yes, August?”
“I had a really great date tonight.”
A dazzling smile took over Piper’s face. “Me, too.”
“I’m glad.”
“Same.” She paused. “Also, you’re a fantastic kisser. Can’t wait to do it again.”
August groaned in amusement. “Are you trying to make me get in the car and drive over there right now?”
“You’re asking that as if I don’t want you in my bed.”
“Well—”
“I want you here. In my bed. With me. Right now.” She laughed once. “And, preferably, without clothes.”
“You seemed to enjoy having your hands inside my clothes earlier.”
“Yeah, interestingly, that wasn’t about the clothing.”
“Ah. The more you know.”
“Although, maybe you should be coming here and driving us back to your place to get naked.” Her fingers brushed lightly over her sensitive clit, just thinking about it. “I wasn’t exactly keeping it down and, you know, I have a roommate. A nosy one.”
August laughed. “Right. I’d forgotten all about that. Don’t tell Massima.”
“Your secret is safe with me.”
“If tonight is anything to go by, she’d probably press a glass against the bedroom wall to better listen in. Definitely preferable to come back here where we can be alone to do whatever we want, wherever we want.”
“Is this you telling me you want me in every room of the house?”
“It’s not not me saying that.”
Piper laughed. “Are you going all coy on me?”
She paused, the silence loaded. “I want you in every room of my house. And I want you here, in my bed.”
“Mm.” The sound was more of a moan as the throbbing between Piper’s thighs kicked up again. “August. Not being in the same place is supposed to be saving us from staying up all night having sex.”
“Oh?” she asked, faux innocently. “Did I say something contrary to that?”
Piper moaned and spread her legs wider again. “Yes. You did.”
“My bad.”
“You’re not even a little bit sorry.”
“Correct,” she laughed. “Why would I be sorry that the most interesting, beautiful woman I’ve ever met is turned on?”
“Because you’re not here.”
“Ah, well, I am sorry about that. But, for now, you can touch yourself and think about tomorrow night when I get to have you here, spread out on my bed.”
Piper writhed and moaned and couldn’t resist touching herself eagerly again as August—a little more composed for having come once—took Piper apart with her words and the vision of what tomorrow night would be like. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
 
August’s whole body buzzed as she arrived at Hermes’ apartment with Ford. She hadn’t gotten enough sleep by a long stretch and she couldn’t have cared less. She’d woken up and launched herself out of bed when her alarm clock screeched her awake, and she’d made it to Ford’s place perfectly on time.
As they approached the front door of the building, all she wanted to do was text Piper to let her know she was outside. Ford, however, was excited to ring the buzzer to his new place.
Hermes buzzed them into the building, but the front door to the apartment was still shut when they stepped out of the elevator. Ford knocked loudly, looking like a whole new person as he started this new chapter of his life.
The building was sleek, beautiful, stylish, and a million other things August would have appreciated more if she could get her mind to focus on anything other than the absolute work of art that was Piper and their increasing proximity.
The door swung open and a slightly dazzled Piper stood on the other side, her eyes glancing quickly over Ford and landing on August. Everything around them seemed to dissipate into nothingness. The only thing that mattered was Piper and the way August could barely breathe while looking at her.
They’d had sex last night. A lot. It was real. And, now, there she was, looking so beautifully radiant.
Ford snorted and shimmied around Piper into the apartment. Neither of them really registered his movements, staying locked on each other.
“Hi,” Piper breathed when they were alone.
“Hi.” August smiled. She hadn’t been oblivious to what had been growing between them but she still found herself unable to believe that someone as incandescent as Piper was looking at her like that.
“How are you doing?”
August laughed. “Oh, you know, a little tired, but feeling like it was worth it.”
“Relatable.”
Fingers wrapped around the door and pulled it open wider, and August found herself looking at a woman with Piper’s dark hair, a Patagonia fleece, and a delighted expression.
“You must be August,” she said excitedly. “Piper’s told us so much about you.”
“Great,” August said, shooting Piper a confused look.
Piper, for her part, looked like she was being doused in cold water, like she’d entirely forgotten the woman was even there. August could relate to that.
“Piper,” the woman chided, “are you inviting her in or are you keeping her all for yourself at the door?”
Piper shot August a look that suggested she would love to do just that. But, she stepped aside and let August into the apartment.
“Ah, the gang’s all here,” cheered a man with the bushiest, most vibrant ginger beard August had ever seen, made all the more interesting by the fact that the hair that it bled into was not red. It was dirty blonde and peppered with gray. The effect was unusually striking.
Piper cleared her throat and sucked in a deep breath. “August, these are my parents, April and Todd.”
August cut off the startled laughter that erupted from within her and grinned widely. “Wow. It’s so nice to meet you.”
“Oh, you too, kiddo,” Todd said, nodding in Piper’s direction. “This one’s had so much to say about you.”
“Dad,” Piper warned.
He laughed. “Hey, what are parents for if not to embarrass you?”
“You’re not even here to parent me today.”
“Pfft. We’re always parenting you, and I’m not passing up an opportunity to embarrass you.”
“Anyway,” April said, clapping her hands together. “Come on through to the kitchen, we brought a big breakfast spread. Got to fuel up for all the work we’re going to be doing today.”
August found herself deeply amused as she watched Piper surrender to her parents’ wishes and gesture for them to lead the way.
When they were down the hallway, August stopped, grabbed Piper’s hand, and pulled her back to the living room, shielding them from view behind the partition wall. It was such sweet relief to touch her again.
Piper let out a surprised gurgle but recovered quickly, leaning against the wall to look at August. It was so much like last night and August was in danger of forgetting the kitchen full of people right down the—admittedly short—hallway.
“You brought your mom on our date,” August said, keeping her voice low.
“Is this a date?”
She shot Piper a look. “You know what I’m getting at.”
“Hm.”
“Your dad too.”
She laughed. “How much did you mean it last night when you said that wouldn’t have put you off?”
“More than you know.” She smiled, looking Piper up and down. The loose flannel shirt she was wearing—looking at least two sizes too big and sliding down her shoulder—had no right looking as good as it did on her. “Still, though, why did you bring them?”
She shrugged. “They’re here for Hermes. You’ll see.”
August nodded, understanding that they didn’t have time for the whole story right now.
“You’re still interested?” Piper checked, mostly joking, but August could sense the very slight apprehension under the question.
“So very interested.” She held Piper’s chin, the tip of her thumb running over Piper’s full lower lip. “That shirt is really working for you.”
Piper laughed, her eyes lighting up. “You’re one to talk.” She caught the bottom of August’s black Henley and tugged lightly, pointedly.
“You and my clothes, huh?”
“It’s not about the clothes, even if they are nice.”
“Oh? What is it about?”
“You definitely know the answer to that,” she murmured, pulling August into her.
“Piper! August!” called April from the kitchen.
Piper groaned and leaned forward, her head against August’s, their noses slotting together like they were designed to. “Today is going to be torture.”
August hummed. “I’m already counting the seconds until we can be alone.”
Their lips brushed as they spoke, electrifying and consuming.
“The coffee’s getting cold,” Todd added.
August closed her eyes and shook her head slightly, not moving away from Piper.
“Coming,” Piper called back, but she held them there for another moment, their lips brushing softly before she swiftly caught August’s bottom lip between her teeth and ran her hot, perfect tongue over it.
August groaned as Piper stepped away and headed for the kitchen. “Tease.”
Piper laughed, shooting a look over her shoulder at August. “It’s a long day ahead, I’m sure you’ll get your own back.”
Well, when she put it that way…
They joined the others in the kitchen, Hermes and Massima both shooting them knowing looks, and August was immediately hit by how happy Ford looked. The whole thing felt like walking into a family breakfast—a family she was part of.
April and Todd fussed over everyone. They asked questions about August’s job and Ford’s studies, and they acted like proud parents who had never heard anything as wonderful as Ford studying at a culinary institute. As they gushed over him, August was hit by how much Ford had deserved that, how much he’d needed it.
“Oh,” Todd said as he helped himself to another cup of coffee, “Ford, August, are you free May seventeenth?”
August blinked as she and Ford shared a look. “Uh, yeah, I’m pretty sure I am…”
“Me too,” Ford said. “I mean, I might have work, but, this far out, I can take off.”
“Fantastic.” Todd grinned widely and it reminded August of the way Piper smiled, as if she’d inherited happiness straight from him. “It’s family theater night.”
“Sorry?”
“Ah, so, we do themed family nights,” he explained. “April always picks a craft night, I like to do a walking tour or wine tasting, Piper picks something musical, and Hermes picks the theater. Really great way to expand the whole family’s interests.”
“And we like to bring the kids’ closest people, so we’ll get you both tickets,” April said warmly, her eyes lingering on August for a second too long.
August had put together enough pieces to know that Hermes didn’t talk to his biological family and that there was a lot of hurt there. She didn’t miss the flash of emotion as Piper’s parents talked about him as their own child. She suddenly understood Piper’s earlier comment. They weren’t here to parent her, they were here for Hermes, their son.
Shea jumped down from the kitchen counter and elbowed August as she grabbed another pastry. “She usually just calls us ‘the kids’ friends’. You clearly get special treatment.”
August shot her a look. “We’re just friends,” she said quietly.
“Her walls aren’t that thick,” Shea said, watching August with a deadpan expression.
“You don’t even live there,” August complained, trying to keep the blush from her face—and the desire from raging inside of her. Piper had commented on how she hadn’t been able to keep the noise down last night. August wasn’t upset about having that effect on her.
“I don’t need to. Massima told me.”
“Of course she did.” August shot Massima a look from across the room. The woman had the audacity to simply smile serenely back, as if she hadn’t been regaling the group with a play-by-play of Piper’s night with August.
Shea laughed. “No need to be embarrassed. Pipes clearly had a fantastic time—times.”
“Oh, my god.”
“What? You’re annoyed you got her off again and again?”
“I’m annoyed you’re having this conversation with me when her parents are in the room.”
“Don’t worry,” she laughed, wiggling her eyebrows. “They know all about sex. How do you think she got here?”
“Honestly, I don’t think about it. Not that part, at least. It’s a little weird that you do.”
“You’re just embarrassed. It will pass when you realize we’re all doing it.”
“Sleeping with Piper?” She furrowed her brow.
“Ha. No. Sex. In general. Piper’s more selective than I am.”
August went to complain but paused, considering. “That’s you telling me you want to sleep with my—” She cleared her throat. “That you want to sleep with Piper?”
Shea shrugged and looked Piper over. “Eh. We’re just friends. I’m not ignorant to the fact that she’s hot, though.”
It wasn’t exactly a denial, but it was good enough that August wasn’t going to worry about it too much. Still… there was something there, under the surface. She studied Shea and finally managed to place what it was. “You’ve slept with someone here.”
Shea flashed her a quick smirk. “A lady never tells.”
“I didn’t tell you anything but you still thought it was acceptable to talk about me having sex with Piper.”
“Hey, phone sex is hot, and she was the one being loud.”
“I beg you, stop talking about her like that.”
Shea cackled. “You’re so protective. She’ll like that.”
August closed her eyes and sucked in a breath. “Do you sleep with men?” she asked.
“Oh, I sleep with anyone, babe.”
“I’m not hitting on you.”
“I know. You’re happily taken.”
August shook that comment off, even though her stomach tightened excitedly at the prospect. “I’m praying it’s not one of Piper’s parents.”
“It is not.”
“Which leaves Hermes or Massima.”
She hummed. “It does, doesn’t it? Or, to look at it another way, Hermes and Massima.”
“Have you slept with them both?”
Shea held her gaze for a moment before she burst out laughing. “I have not.”
It could have been either of them. There were reasons it could have been neither of them, but here they were. August was more curious than she should have been. Maybe that was just the way people were.
“Should I worry that Ford’s next on your list?” she asked with a laugh.
Shea shot her a look. “If I sleep with your brother, do you want to know about it?”
“Ugh. No. Not even a little bit.”
Shea laughed freely. “Well, you’ll be delighted to know he’s not really my type, but I am a deeply open person, so, you never know.”
“Fantastic.” She shuddered. “If you do sleep with him, please refrain from telling him anything about my love life.”
“I’m pretty sure he already knows about your love life. You’re clearly into Piper.”
August sucked a slow breath in through her nostrils. “Fine. My sex life. Do not talk to my brother about my sex life.”
Shea grinned. “Your secret’s safe with me. But I will be thinking about it when I get off later.”
“Oh, my god.”
Shea laughed again and wandered back towards her spot on the cabinet. “Just kidding.”
August shuddered and tuned back into the discussion of what needed to happen today and who was being assigned which job. If she focused on that, maybe she’d forget the ridiculous conversation with Shea. She knew Shea was mostly just messing with her, but it was a fact that Massima had heard her and Piper having sex last night. And that she’d told the others about it.
August couldn’t quite bring herself to be annoyed about that. She’d never had friends who were so open about such topics, and it might take a little getting used to, but she liked having friends. She liked friends who were open and welcoming, and who treated her like she was already one of them.
They finished getting their assigned tasks and everyone was sent to work.
So many people for one man and one room had seemed like a lot at first, but, the day wore on quickly as they moved furniture and belongings, built a desk and a bookcase, and did some minor redecorating, and August was glad so many of them had shown up—for the physical labor, but also, she found, because it was great having people who cared. It was nice watching Ford have a set of parents fuss over him. It made her realize just how cold their own parents had been, how much more Ford had deserved, and how you were never too old to have people love you out loud like that.
It wasn’t difficult to see why Piper was such a warm person. She’d been raised by two of the best.
August gathered up a bunch of broken-down boxes and headed out of the apartment to the recycling. She was leaning against the back of the elevator when a hand flew out to stop the doors from closing. Piper stepped in with her, lingering by the doors as they shut behind her, leaving them finally alone.
“Hello,” August said, looking her over. Perfect, exertion-flushed, and bright-eyed. Not to mention, looking at August like she’d never seen anything more beautiful in her life.
“How’re you doing?” Piper asked, stepping a little closer, the trash bag she was carrying rustling loudly.
“Better for this moment alone with you.”
Piper smiled. “I know what you mean. Sorry about all the people.”
August waved her off. “They’re really great. Your parents, your friends… Thank you for sharing them with us.”
“Of course,” she replied, beaming. “You’re in now, you know. You and Ford.”
“Oh, believe me, I know.”
Piper shot her a puzzled look. “What does that mean?”
“It means Shea decided to talk to me about our sex life while your parents were in the room, and suggested she wouldn’t say no if Ford wanted to sleep with her.”
“Ah.” She winced. “That’s what that conversation was.”
“Indeed.”
“I’m so sorry. Do you want me to talk to her?”
August laughed. “No. It’s totally fine. And, you know, I’m not ashamed of having slept with you—or getting you to come loud enough for Massima to hear and feel the need to report it to everyone.”
Piper scrunched her face up. “I should have told her not to tell everyone.”
“It’s whatever. But, let’s prioritize having loud sex at my place in the future.”
Piper’s whole expression morphed and she shot August a mind-bendingly sexy look. “Sounds great to me.”
They made it to the ground floor and August couldn’t keep her eyes off Piper as they walked to the dumpsters, got rid of their trash, and as she pulled a tiny bottle of hand sanitizer from her back pocket for the both of them.
The elevator was still waiting for them on the ground floor when they got back inside, and their eye contact held as the doors closed, leaving them alone together.
“August,” Piper whispered, dark and seductive, and that was all it took for August to cross the two steps between them and scoop her into a deep, urgent kiss.
Piper met her energy exactly, one hand tangling itself in August’s hair, the other pressing into the small of her back, pulling her closer as she walked herself backwards to the wall.
August was learning that Piper loved being pressed up against a wall, and she was so completely on board with that.
Her hand slipped quickly under the soft, baggy, flannel shirt. Touching Piper’s skin made August’s insides go up in flames, a demanding throbbing starting between her thighs. They weren’t going to do it in an elevator, not really, but oh, how she wanted to.
August had never been reckless in love or lust before. She’d never been so completely overcome by someone the way she was with Piper.
She didn’t mind it at all.
The elevator jolted to a halt and Piper moaned August’s name again, barely more than a whisper, but enough to get August wet.
She laughed and pulled Piper out of the elevator with her, pausing before they went back into the apartment. “It’s so inappropriate for me to be going back in there this wet. Our families are in there.”
Piper breathed a laugh, her eyes lighting up at August’s admission. “You’re so… open with me. I love hearing exactly how you’re feeling.”
There were people who could have said that and made August feel self-conscious. Piper was not one of them. She sounded mesmerized, like she’d finally found something she’d long been searching for. August understood completely. She loved it when Piper did the same thing, the complete lack of ambiguity about how she was feeling was so beautifully reassuring.
Piper glanced down the hallway. “Do you think there are cameras in here?”
August laughed, not looking away from her face. “For sure.”
“Ah. Shame.” She stepped closer, crowding August up against the wall. Her hands wrapped around August’s sides and slid up until her fingers were brushing the curve of August’s breasts. “But, just so you know, I’m wet too.”
August groaned. “Point well and truly taken about openness.”
Piper laughed and stepped back, heading back to the apartment door. “At least it’s a good story.”
“One you’re planning on telling strangers at your doctor’s office?”
“No.” She hesitated in the doorway, looking August over. “One I’m only planning on telling my wrong date conspirator.”
August laughed. “I can get on board with that.”
“Good, because, by the time we finally get some alone time, I’ll have been thinking about it a lot. And I’ll have plenty to say.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
 
Piper hesitated by the kitchen entrance, just out of sight. Her parents would tell her off for eavesdropping, but they’d have to catch her first.
“I really am grateful for what you’re doing,” August said, her voice filled with emotion.
“It’s nothing,” Hermes said, his usual sarcastic, spiky edge softened.
“No. It’s something and it matters, and I know you didn’t have to.”
Hermes sighed slowly. “I came here for freedom, to be myself, and not have to deal with… transphobes who couldn’t accept me. It’s bad enough when you run into those people in life. It’s especially bad when they’re your family and you spend every day growing up wishing you didn’t exist because they couldn’t just accept who you are. I guess the only thing I can be grateful for is the dual citizenship they gave me.”
“Shit,” August breathed. “Hermes, I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. Well, it’s not, but I’m okay. It meant, though, that I landed here with nothing and nobody, fresh off years of my parents wanting me to be somebody else, and my family constantly trying to replace me with siblings’ friends who they liked better.” He paused and Piper could imagine the look on his face. “I was in a shitty place when I met Piper, a really dark place, honestly. And she helped save me. She became my friend and told me her parents wanted me to move into their spare room until I could afford a place of my own. She was a lifeline when I was couch surfing, and, honestly, bed-hopping just to have a place to stay. I didn’t like myself much back then.”
“You were doing what you had to in order to survive.”
“Yes. But then Piper and her family took me in. They became this family I’d never had before and they accepted me. Her dad came with me to the doctor’s office to get on T. Her mom would introduce me as her son when people came over to the house. The Suttons were this whole world of things I’d spent my life dreaming of and thought I’d never get.”
“The world you’d always deserved.”
Hermes laughed. “Even to this day, I feel unworthy of the love and care they give me, but I understand your point. And I know Ford’s situation isn’t quite as dire, and you’d have moved to accommodate him, but this is a tiny opportunity to… repay what I’ve been given.”
“You don’t have to repay having parents who love you. God knows you waited long enough for it.”
Piper couldn’t see either of their expressions, but she could imagine exactly how they’d both look. She could hear the emotions in both their voices, and she knew this thing was going to be okay. August and Ford belonged in their family too now.
Hermes hummed. “Piper hasn’t gone into too much detail, but I kind of get the impression your parents aren’t all that great, either. And you both deserve a family that loves you and gives you a soft place to land.”
August laughed, the sound a little choked up. “They’re not as bad as yours. They’re just… very into self-sufficiency, I guess? This idea that we shouldn’t be relying on other people, and that we only deserve support to do the things they want us to. Ford being in culinary school isn’t good enough for them, so he’s on his own.”
“Yeah, well, screw them. Culinary school is amazing.”
“Yeah,” she breathed. “He’s really great and it’s going to be so good for him to have a safe place to live while he studies.”
There was a pause before Hermes said, “This is a safe place for you too, August. I know you don’t need it in the same way, and I know I can be a little… reluctant to changes I think are going to cost me my family, but you’re in now. You’re safe.”
“I promise I’m okay. I don’t need—”
He laughed a little. “I know better than most that families who have conditions on love and support mess everyone up. You seem remarkably well-adjusted, but you talk about Ford like a parent. You carry this heavy burden with you that you should never have been given. It’s okay to take some time to breathe.”
Piper felt herself getting choked up. She’d known since she met him that Hermes was a good guy, but here he was, warming up to August and letting her in, letting her know it wasn’t just Piper who cared for her. She was oddly proud of both of them—and unbelievably grateful to know them.
She was also excited for August to have that moment to breathe without having to worry about Ford. He’d be good here with Hermes.
“Who wants pizza?” Piper’s dad called from down the hall. “I’m going to run out for lunch.”
Piper slipped away from the kitchen before the others appeared, heading towards her dad’s voice.
As if they were all tiny kids, the whole crowd of them came running, excited to get their requests in.
Piper smiled when August appeared at her side, looking a little emotional but covering it well.
“Hi,” she said, grinning at the chaos around them.
“Feeling like you’re back in school?” Piper asked with a smile.
“Just a bit.” She pursed her lips, looking around for a moment. “It’s nice, though. I never got to have this kind of chaos growing up.”
Piper nodded and leaned in to nudge her. “Well, welcome to the chaos.”
“August,” Piper’s dad called, “any dietary requirements we need to know about? And pizza preferences? What do you want to drink?”
Piper couldn’t help but smile. Her parents looked like they were having the best day of their lives, which, maybe they were. Some people were made to be parents and it didn’t matter how old their kids got, they still loved parenting.
As August spoke, Todd added to the little notebook he was tracking orders in while April was typing away in her notes app. It was the one Piper knew she used to keep track of everyone’s needs and preferences. August and Ford were getting immortalized in the notes app. There was no getting out now.
“All right,” Todd said once he had everyone’s orders. “April and I are going to run and get the food. Anyone need a break and want to come?”
“Oh, my god, yes,” Shea said immediately. “I feel like I’ve been indoors for hours.”
Piper laughed. Shea had no issue being indoors, she just had a long-standing flirtation with a woman who worked at the pizza place.
“Yeah, I’ll go too,” Ford said, smiling widely. “I need to get to know my new area.”
“Fantastic!” April linked her arm through Ford’s. “How exciting that we get to help introduce you to the area.”
“And the pizza place. Pizza’s important to life,” Tood said, leading the way to the door.
Piper noticed the almost comical height difference between Ford—a very tall man—and her dad—a rather short man—but Ford still looked at him with all the reverence of a child looking at a parent, believing they had all the answers in the world.
She looked at August and was immediately struck by the look on her face, something akin to years of hurt being slowly healed by each tiny interaction Ford had with her parents. She slipped her hand into August’s. “Come with me?”
August nodded, looking away from the door to smile at Piper.
Massima and Hermes made no effort to pretend they weren’t smirking at the interaction as they headed back to Ford’s new room.
Sense would have suggested pulling August into the kitchen, but Piper led her into the bathroom, closing the door behind them. If anyone saw them leaving, they’d definitely think they’d been having sex, but Piper simply wanted a little privacy.
August looked at her with raised eyebrows before she gestured around the room with her finger. “Interesting choice of location.”
Piper grinned, allowing it to be salacious for one second before she shook her head and dropped into a regular, sweet smile. “I, uh, just thought I should tell you I was… listening in on your conversation with Hermes.”
“Oh.” August looked unconcerned. “Well, it wasn’t anything I wouldn’t say to you directly.”
Piper’s heart swelled. She’d thought that when she’d been listening—otherwise she would have given them more privacy—but having it confirmed felt warm inside. “I just wanted to make sure you knew that, whatever happens with us, Hermes was right. You’re safe here. You and Ford are part of this weird little family we’ve got now.”
August smiled. “They’re your family. If things didn’t work out, I wouldn’t keep muscling in and make things awkward.”
Piper laughed. “Oh, you think you get the opportunity to walk away from April and Todd Sutton? You think you get to walk away from Hermes once he decides he likes you? Be real right now.”
August laughed too, shaking her head. “So, you’re saying I’m stuck with you?”
“Mm.” She stepped closer to August. “Seems like it, doesn’t it?”
August smiled, matching Piper by stepping closer to her, too, and wrapping her arms around Piper’s waist. “Am I supposed to be upset about that?”
“Oh, is it not a very good threat?”
“Depends on what type of threat you were going for. The type that scares me? Not so much.”
Piper looked up at her through her lashes. “No? Was it a threat that does something else, maybe?”
“Who can say?” August asked, lifting Piper slightly and spinning to press her into the door.
“Make sure you clean my bathroom after you fuck in it,” Hermes called from the hallway, banging on the door as he passed by.
August closed her eyes and shook her head as she called, “I wouldn’t have sex in my brother’s apartment, thank you.”
She looked down at Piper, their gazes holding as Hermes called back from the direction of the kitchen. “Why not? Piper clearly doesn’t have that concern.”
Piper stifled a laugh, pressing her face into the soft fabric of August’s shirt. “I guess he’s not wrong…”
August nuzzled Piper’s hair and whispered, “I mean, it’s not like you couldn’t make me forget where we are. If we’d already slept together, maybe it wouldn’t have even been on my mind, but, for our first time, I don’t think someone else’s bathroom will suffice.”
“Second time,” Piper corrected, moving to press a kiss to August’s neck.
“Fair. Second time. First time in person.” She pulled back to look at Piper, one hand moving to run through her hair.
Piper was certain nobody had ever looked at her like they adored her before. She’d been looked at a lot of ways, and she’d had plenty of people interested in her, but nobody who looked at her quite the way August did. Of course, she’d never brought anyone else she was dating into her family this way. Some of her exes had met her family, but this was different. Piper knew it, her parents knew it, and she wanted August to know it too.
Hermes passed by the bathroom door again, not saying anything this time, just banging on the door once. Typical brother behavior, but Piper was too wrapped up in August to really register it. Their gazes held and she could already feel the where and the when slipping away, leaving just her and August.
She slid one hand up along August’s shoulder to the nape of her neck, stroking softly over short hair and silky skin.
August’s gaze flickered to Piper’s lips and back to her eyes, and Piper was certain she, too, was forgetting where they were. There was nothing suggestive about the glance though. It was full of meaning and intention, but Piper was certain the meaning wasn’t sex. She’d been wanted more than enough times that way—and she wanted August to want her like that, but she wanted this too. She adored August looking at her exactly like the two of them kissing would provide all of the answers to why the universe existed.
Every single date she’d been on, she’d been looking for something special, but she’d been so ignorant to just how special it could be, how amazing the person she might find would be. And months of knowing August, pretending this thing between them couldn’t be more, still hadn’t been enough to crash through her consciousness and tell her just how much she needed to grab onto August and never let go. But here, in their brothers’ bathroom, one look was enough to finally do it.
Maybe one day she’d hope it hadn’t taken place in a bathroom, but all she could think was that she needed to kiss August and pour every little thing that was passing between them into that kiss.
Either feeling the same or able to tell what Piper was thinking, August sighed quietly and moved her hand to caress Piper’s cheek. Her touch was electric as she moved in slowly, her eyes dancing between Piper’s eyes and lips, until she was close enough to brush their noses together.
Piper’s eyes closed as she sought more contact, luxuriated in the touch, and, finally, when she felt like she couldn’t take not kissing August for another moment, August pressed their lips together, and Piper felt like the universe finally made sense. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
 
August felt a million emotions crashing over her as she climbed into her car at the end of the night. The day had been full of moving, decorating, assembling, and unpacking items. They could have been done faster, but they’d all been having such a great time. There were so many breaks for food and drinks, so many conversations, and so much laughter. It was everything August could have hoped for and more. It was a million things she hadn’t thought to dream up.
The last time her parents had helped her move was when she’d moved into her college dorm. When Ford moved into his last apartment, they’d been on vacation in The Bahamas. He hadn’t even considered asking if they’d help him move into Hermes’ place.
August hadn’t thought that Piper’s parents might show up instead and welcome them into this loving, hectic family. Not once had she imagined a world in which they’d finish unpacking, collapse on the sofa, turn on a movie, and just hang out together, nobody desperate to escape. And not once had she dreamed of a world in which April would pull out a camera, insist the entire group—including August—squeeze into the shot, and take a new family photo together. She was planning on putting it up in her house, and, if Piper’s comments were correct, sending a framed copy to each of them.
Sure, there were pictures of August’s family together, but they hadn’t felt like April’s photo since she was a child. Even then, she wasn’t certain they were the same.
In one day, Piper, her friends, and family had somehow shown August that she and Ford weren’t alone anymore. She still wasn’t sure how to wrap her head around that.
She also couldn’t quite wrap her head around the fact that Piper was climbing into her passenger seat, heading home with August, while her parents drove Massima and Shea home without her.
She watched August, smiling softly and saying nothing, as August started the car and they were locked into the quiet, dark space together.
Part of August had been expecting things to be hot and heavy and rushed when they finally got a second alone, but then they’d had that moment in the bathroom where something seemed to slot into place and things became… bigger, more, emotionally intense. Of course, she’d already known that what was going on with Piper wasn’t simply a physical thing, or a quick fling she’d move on from, but the way they’d kissed in the bathroom, the promise that, no matter what happened, August and Ford were part of the family now… Well, that had changed things and she could feel the way it had settled into both of them.
She pulled out of Hermes’ and Ford’s parking lot, heading in the opposite direction from Piper’s parents’ car, and, still without breaking the quiet between them, Piper reached over, her fingers finding the back of August’s neck again. Her silky, light touch was the right side of ticklish, sending jolts of excitement and longing through August’s skin and into her core.
They rounded a corner and Piper used the momentum to inch closer to August across the center console. Her fingers danced to the side of August’s throat and down to her collarbone, slipping just inside her shirt.
Everything about it felt heightened by the fact that they weren’t speaking, by the night, and by the glow of city lights outside the car. August’s heart pounded, something deeply emotional and hungry taking root in her stomach and chest.
It wasn’t going to just be hot and heavy when she and Piper got a moment alone, it was going to be meaningful and romantic.
They made it back to August’s parking lot without Piper taking her hand off August’s skin. August cut the motor and turned to look at her. It was dark but not so dark that she couldn’t see the way Piper’s pupils were blown in the streetlights, the way she was drinking in August’s presence.
Piper tilted her head in the direction of August’s building, a sweet smile playing across her face—a question, a promise, a need.
August nodded and immediately regretted it when Piper dropped her hand to exit the vehicle.
There was no physical way for them to get out without breaking the touch—and they weren’t staying in the car all night—but August still missed the contact.
Piper clearly did too. She hustled to press herself up against August’s back as they walked towards the door, and, while some of that could have been due to the cool temperature, August knew it wasn’t just to share heat.
Piper’s hands teased over August’s hips as she unlocked the door to let them into the building. The whole process was slowed by Piper squeezing and stroking, sending August’s brain offline completely with her touch. August’s breath hitched but she managed to recover enough from fumbling the keys to get them into the building and up to her apartment.
When they made it through the front door and August had shut the rest of the world out, she turned, sweeping Piper up into a tender kiss.
Piper went willingly, sinking into the moment, her arms wrapping around August’s neck to hold her close.
They still hadn’t spoken, but the small hums and sighs Piper made shot straight into August’s stomach, and felt like they said a million things.
August pressed her into the wall beside the door, dropping her keys in the general direction of the side table and missing entirely. She ran her hands down Piper’s sides, feeling her body hidden under the folds of soft flannel, and kept going until she reached Piper’s thighs. She wrapped her hands around them, bent her own knees slightly, and, without breaking the kiss, lifted Piper up.
Piper gasped in surprise but pressed her mouth eagerly back to August’s, one hand caressing August’s cheek.
“August,” she finally breathed, the sound needy and beautiful.
August adjusted her grasp, taking full hold of Piper’s weight, and walked them across the apartment to her bedroom. Piper moaned as August lowered her onto the bed and climbed on above her.
Their gazes locked, taking each other in, and August knew she’d never seen anything so beautiful.
Piper reached for the hem of August’s shirt, pulling it up, her eyes following its movement as more and more of August’s stomach was revealed. August bent closer to her, allowing Piper to pull the shirt up over her head and drop it off the side of the bed. She knelt back up, loving the way Piper’s gaze danced across her bare skin, and started unbuttoning Piper’s shirt. It would have been easy to pull the thing off over her head, but August liked this better, revealing her one painstaking button at a time.
Piper splayed her hands out on August’s stomach and her hips started moving under August, seeking her. August’s stomach clenched deliciously. Piper was the sexiest person she’d ever met.
As August got Piper’s shirt open, she was intrigued to find pretty white lace underneath. She shot a look at Piper, who smirked and raised her eyebrows before pushing herself into a sitting position to pull August into another consuming kiss. August slipped Piper’s shirt off, and both their fingers fumbled for the other’s bra clasp, pulling them off simultaneously, and moaning when they pressed deeper into the kiss, no fabric between their upper bodies.
With some obvious reluctance, Piper broke the kiss, her hands dropping to grip the tops of August’s thighs. “Can we take these pants off?”
August grinned. “Absolutely.”
She stepped off the bed, immediately yanking her jeans open and stripping them off along with her underwear. Her eyes were glued to Piper as she fell back on the bed, thrusting her hips up to wriggle out of her own pants without standing up. She dropped them off the bed, her underwear going with them, and August was momentarily frozen at the image of her naked and perfect, pressed into soft pillows and blankets as she looked at August with desperate need.
“August,” she moaned in a demanding tone when August lingered for too long.
August smiled and crawled back onto the bed, fully ready to give her everything she needed.
Piper spread her legs, making space for August between them, and August couldn’t resist leaning in to press a lingering kiss on her clit before crawling up her body to capture her lips again.
She loved the way Piper writhed under her and the way she wrapped her arms and legs around August, holding their bodies close together as they kissed. Her teeth capturing August’s lip, her tongue tracing over it before slipping into August’s mouth, the sounds she made… all of it was mesmerizing and magnetic. August couldn’t get enough of all the places their bodies were pressed together, all the places she could feel Piper’s skin against hers. She’d been waiting for this her whole life.
The longer they kissed, the more her hips moved against Piper, seeking friction, and the more both of them moaned and panted.
One of her hands traced down the soft curves of Piper’s body, teasing her, and caused Piper to break their kisses to gasp, “Please, August, I need you.”
August moved to smile against Piper’s throat, kissing and licking her way down to Piper’s breasts and lavishing them with attention. She loved how vocal Piper was, and how clear what she enjoyed was.
She moved further down her body, kissing her lower abdomen before she paused, keeping her face low, as she looked up to meet Piper’s eyes. “Can I taste you?” she whispered.
Piper’s whole body bucked, her head falling backwards in a moan, her hips gyrating, seemingly of their own volition. “Yes, please. I need it.”
August lowered herself into position and kept her eyes on Piper’s face as she leaned in agonizingly slowly and, finally, when Piper’s whole body was begging for it, she licked her tongue through Piper’s folds.
The moan Piper let out was completely obscene and absolutely the hottest thing August had ever heard.
She wrapped her hands around Piper’s thighs, keeping her legs spread, as she kissed and sucked on Piper’s clit, her rhythm slow and deliberate, drawing it out. Piper gasped and cursed and muttered indecipherable things, urging August on.
August loved the way her body moved, the way her hips bucked, trying to get impossibly closer to August’s mouth, and the way her hands flexed and tensed, gripping August’s sheets so tightly she could tear them. Every part of her was beautiful and perfect, and August luxuriated in feeling her getting closer and closer.
“Oh, my god,” Piper gasped as August sped up, all of her muscles going taut. “I don’t think I’m going to last—”
She broke off with a loud moan and one of her hands gripped August’s head as she twitched and came on August’s mouth.
August worked her through it, pulling back only when Piper’s body relaxed back into the bed. She pressed soft, wet kisses to her thighs as she waited for Piper to come down from her orgasm. And, when Piper finally met her gaze, her eyes focusing again, August smiled, pressed another quick kiss to her clit, and crawled up the bed, holding herself over Piper again.
Piper let out a breathless laugh before wrapping her legs around August’s waist and pulling her in for another heated kiss. “Wow,” she breathed. “That was amazing. You’re very good with your mouth.”
August laughed with her, moving to kiss her neck again with messy, open-mouth kisses. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”
Piper hummed, sounding entirely blissed out. “And now I need you to sit on my face.”
August laughed again. “Are you sure?”
“Completely.”
“I’ve, uh, never done that before, just so you know.”
Piper paused, maneuvering the pair of them so she could look August in the eye while keeping her legs wrapped around August’s body. “Do you want to do that with me?”
“Yes. Please. If you want to?”
Piper smiled radiantly. “Absolutely. I’m so ready. August, please sit on my face.”
◆◆◆
August woke early the next morning and her heart soared at the sight of Piper sleeping beside her—brown hair splayed in a wild halo around her head, bare shoulders peeking out above the quilt.
Měilíng was never going to let her live down the fact that the first person she’d met on Hummingbird Dating was actually the one for her—even if they hadn’t matched on the app.
Maybe she didn’t really want to live it down, though. She’d been so convinced it wouldn’t be easy, that the hundredth person she met was unlikely to be for her, let alone the first. Now that she was getting to do this thing with Piper, she had no interest in forgetting even a second of it.
Her movements were slow and measured as she pressed a kiss into Piper’s shoulder before slipping out of the bed and heading for the kitchen to make them breakfast. For a moment, she wondered whether it was too cliché to make pancakes. Then, she realized she didn’t care. She wanted to be cliché. She wanted to wake up early and make Piper pancakes. She wanted to just—finally—be happy and relaxed.
Piper appeared right as she was pouring the first round of batter into the pan, looking snuggly but far too put together for someone who’d just rolled out of bed. She looked exactly like a model with artfully rumpled hair.
August blushed as she took in the fact that Piper was wearing her old college sweater and a pair of cute, striped pajama shorts she’d pulled from August’s closet that only just peeked out the bottom of the oversized sweater. After everything they’d done last night, she wasn’t sure why that was the sight that had her blushing, but there was something so intimate about it that it messed with August’s insides. It was something safe, and shared, and about being known. It was something she’d been missing and secretly dreaming of for a long time. But, she was now realizing, she’d almost given up on getting it. She’d been questioning whether it really existed or was simply something that showed up in the media but never in real life.
Piper smiled at her as she moved over to grip the hem of August’s shirt and pull her into a tender, meaningful kiss. “Good morning.”
August couldn’t have resisted smiling back even if she’d had any interest in trying. “Hi.”
“Sleep well?” she asked as she moved to the end of the counter space and hoisted herself up to sit on it.
August’s heart could hardly handle the adorable sight of Piper in her socks and August’s clothes, sitting on the counter. It was such a gentle intimacy that she’d never had before, but she could not get enough of it.
Of course, perhaps that was just Piper. Either way, August wanted all of it—all of her.
She hummed, checking the pancakes. “Very well, thank you.”
“I wonder why,” Piper shot back, wiggling her eyebrows.
August laughed. “Oh, and you didn’t sleep well?”
“I slept perfectly, thank you.”
August grinned, opening her mouth to answer before switching to a confused expression as someone knocked on the door of her apartment.
Piper shot her a questioning look as August frowned. To be knocking on the apartment door, whoever it was had to be inside the building. None of her neighbors had ever knocked on her door before.
She shrugged, handing Piper the spatula, and went to answer.
If she’d been given a thousand guesses for who was at her door, her parents would not have been one of them. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d been to her apartment—she was suddenly cognizant of the artistic painting of a woman’s naked body she had in her bedroom. As if it showed anything too racy. As if her parents had any need to go in there.
“Are you going to invite us in?” her mother asked with a laugh.
“Sure,” August said slowly. “Why are you here?”
Her mom glanced over her shoulder at August as she led the way to the kitchen. “Oh, are we not welcome?”
Not really. Not now.
“It’s fine,” August said, cursing the voice inside of her that forced her to say that. The anxiety coursing through her body was so different from how she’d felt around Piper’s parents yesterday. Of course, it was different, these were her parents, but still, she couldn’t help noticing the difference.
“Oh,” her father said as they both paused in the kitchen. “You didn’t mention you had company.”
August squeezed past them, still struck by how beautiful Piper looked sitting on the counter. There were two new pancakes in the pan and she was smiling serenely at August.
“Well,” August said, not looking away from Piper, “I didn’t tell her I was having company either, but, then, I didn’t know you were coming.”
“Really, August,” her mom said, shaking her head and helping herself to a seat. “It’s like you don’t want us visiting.”
She watched her parents pull out food for themselves—breakfast sandwiches from a coffee place. In August’s kitchen. “Why are you here on a Saturday morning?”
“We’d have brought you something but we figured you’d have food here.”
“Mm, do you have coffee on the go?” her dad asked between bites of his sandwich.
“No.” She’d been planning to make some for Piper, but she’d been waiting for the pancakes to be ready first.
Her mom eyed Piper, lingering on her bare legs and the fact that she was sitting on the counter. She’d always been so annoyed with August and Ford whenever they’d tried to sit on cabinets as kids. Perhaps that was part of why August enjoyed Piper sitting there so much, it was symbolic of the different life she’d built for herself.
“Is your friend leaving soon?” her mom asked.
Piper smiled widely. “No. Are you?”
She said it so sweetly that it didn't seem like an insult, just as if Piper hadn’t picked up on the undercurrent of the question. August knew her better than that, though. Piper was far too intelligent and perceptive to have missed exactly what was going on. Having someone on her side made August’s stomach swoop. Of course, she’d always had Ford, but she’d been so focused on supporting him that she’d never wanted him to step in to support her.
Now, though, here was Piper doing it all of her own volition. No stakes in the game that could backfire and hurt her, just doing it because she cared about August and was willing to put herself in the fire to stand by August’s side.
Maybe it wasn’t as dramatic as all that. It was just an impromptu visit from August’s parents. But, with all the changes in her life lately—and Ford’s—August was beginning to realize a lot of things she’d never let in before. It was that part of her that knew this wasn’t an innocuous Saturday morning visit.
Hell, her parents had shown up, uninvited, with food for themselves and nothing for August, and helped themselves to her dining table and her coffee. Maybe coffee wasn’t a huge deal, and maybe she owed them that, but she didn’t want people she felt contractually obliged to helping themselves to her otherwise peaceful morning.
She frowned. She hadn’t gone into Hummingbird Dating thinking it was going to change her life, but, here they were, a few months later, and meeting Piper had changed everything—including how she thought about her dynamic with her parents.
“Don’t scowl, August,” her mom said. “Your face will get stuck like that.”
Piper laughed, jumping off the counter to tend to the pancakes.
“Sorry, dear,” her mom said, faux sweet voice making August’s insides bristle. She’d never liked that voice, but it was particularly irritating when she directed it towards Piper. “Could you give us a moment to talk to our daughter in private?”
“She’s fine,” August said, one hand finding Piper’s hip in a weird bid to physically protect her from the spiky speech being directed her way. “We’re in the middle of trying to have breakfast.”
Her mom sighed. “It’ll only be a minute, and we don’t need everyone knowing family business.”
That was it, wasn’t it? Family business, as August’s family meant it, was something private and shameful, something you had to keep under wraps from other people. It was control. But, just yesterday, August had seen it didn’t have to be like that. The version of a family she’d always wished could be hers existed, and she’d been welcomed into it. Piper’s family business was love and care and opening your hearts to all the people you could. Piper’s parents had welcomed August from the second she’d stepped in the door. Her parents were trying to force Piper out of a room she’d gotten to before them.
“Piper’s not going to go spilling whatever it is you want to talk about,” August said coolly.
She understood the need for boundaries, for privacy, but she also knew her parents were doing this for control, and she didn’t want to keep giving that up to them.
She really couldn’t remember the last time they’d been here—had they ever actually been to this apartment before? She wasn’t sure. She’d long since given up thinking about her parents visiting her, or remembering their visits.
Either way, this wasn’t their space, Ford was safe, and something had finally switched inside of August. Maybe she still wanted a relationship with them, but she was experiencing better, seeing it was possible, finally opening up, and realizing that shutting everyone out was not the sign of success her parents acted like it was. So, if they were doing this, if they were having a relationship, she wanted some say in how.
Her parents both sighed. A weird, passive-aggressive control method they’d been using since she and Ford were kids. The manipulative disapproval that made them rush to save the situation, to please their parents, to get back in their good books.
Piper stayed standing at the stove, making pancakes like she was entirely unbothered by the tension in the room, but she took August’s free hand behind her back, August’s body shielding the touch from her parents, and she squeezed gently, reassuringly.
“Your brother has moved,” her dad said eventually, his eyes flicking over and over again to the coffee machine.
“Right,” August said.
“Does this mean he’s finally come to his senses?”
“What?”
Her mom scowled despite her earlier warning and looked pointedly at August. “If he’s moving out of that god-awful place, he must have a reason. The most likely being that he’s drop—that he’s realized his talents lie elsewhere.”
“He really is a very talented boy,” her dad said. “Could have gone to an Ivy League school, you know? Instead, he’s off at some culinary school.”
August wasn’t sure who he was asking. Ford had no interest in the Ivy League and he never had. But, there he was, at one of the most prestigious culinary institutes in the country and his parents were… embarrassed?
“Ford’s happy where he is,” she said plainly. “And he’s still there. Didn’t you ask him about that?”
Her mom rolled her eyes. “Your brother is having a little… moment.”
August wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but she did know that was why they were here. Ford wasn’t giving them the information they wanted. Maybe she wasn’t the only one going through some changes lately.
“We’re just worried about him,” her dad said. “He’s our son and we should know the changes in his life.”
Ford wouldn’t give them his new address. Putting the pieces together wasn’t difficult. August was practiced in conversing with them.
She couldn’t blame Ford. He was finally getting some peace, some safety. He deserved to keep that from people who knew he’d been struggling and were glad of it if he was doing something they didn’t approve of.
“You can ask him for the details,” August said, poking the bear.
Her mother looked at her as she took a breath. “How’s work? How’s that promotion?”
There was no promotion. There had been a couple of years ago, and August was happy where she was now. But, since she wasn’t the chief of the company her parents thought she should be pushing higher. In truth, she’d likely have to change companies to go higher, but she didn’t want to do that until she’d gotten everything she could out of her current role, until she was ready to go higher.
“Work is great, Mom,” she said, concentrating on Piper’s hand in hers.
“I hope you’ve been working hard. Though, make sure you’re getting enough sleep. Bad sleep ruins productivity. If people think you can’t handle things on your own, you’ll never get anything better.” She glanced at Piper again. “And I trust you don’t have pancakes every day. They aren’t the healthiest breakfast you could be eating.”
August eyed the remnants of the breakfast sandwiches on the table. “Right.”
Her dad shot her a look. “It’s Saturday, August. You know we don’t have these every day. We’re looking after our arteries into old age.”
August hummed. “Yes. Your arteries. Just what I was hoping to discuss before breakfast.”
“Well, lucky for you, we need to be going,” her mom said, standing up. “We’ve got lots to be doing. So, if you can just give us your brother’s new address, we’ll be on our way.”
August stared at her. “If Ford isn’t giving it to you, I’m not going against him.”
“I’m sure he just forgot.”
“So, you came to me instead of reminding him?”
“He texted to say the address we had for him was no longer accurate and that he’d moved. He was obviously trying to tell us and just got busy with moving.”
“Text him and ask for it.”
“Really, August,” her dad huffed. “Just give us the address and be done with it.”
“He’s our son,” her mom added. “We need to know where he is for emergencies.”
Hermes had commented on August acting like a parent to Ford. She’d known he was right and that it was a little odd, but she hadn’t been expecting their actual parents to come to her for information on Ford like August was his mother and he was a little kid who needed her to handle correspondence with adults.
“There are plenty of people who know where he is and can help in emergencies.” August pressed Piper’s hand into her lower back, using her as an anchor. “I can’t give out his details without his permission.”
“Even to his own mother?”
August shrugged. “Sorry, he’s an adult.”
Both her parents narrowed their eyes, obviously trying to figure out whether she was purposely throwing their own words back at them. Ford being an adult was always their excuse for why he didn’t need their help.
“Tell your brother to text us,” her mom said coldly. “His new address.”
“Have some fruit with your breakfast,” her dad added, and the two of them left the room.
August followed, ensuring they left the apartment, and she locked the door behind them, listening for the sound of the elevator to know they’d left her floor.
She sagged against the wall as Piper appeared from the kitchen. “Pancakes are done.”
August laughed weakly. “Sorry about that. I really was trying to make you breakfast.”
Piper’s expression softened and she shook her head. “I’m glad I could be here for you.” She nodded at the door. “They’re a little intense, huh?”
August held her hands out to Piper, pulling her in close when Piper took them. She sucked in a grounding breath, her face on Piper’s shoulder, smelling the scent of her mingled with August’s own laundry detergent. “You did great holding your own.”
Piper laughed, running one hand through August’s hair. “Your weird parents aren’t going to intimidate me or scare me off.”
“No?”
“Definitely not.” She pulled back to look at August. “What I said yesterday about you being in with my family? I meant it. And I meant everything that statement implies about us. You know, it’s still early days, but I’m in this thing. It feels right and I want to do all of this with you—the good parental interactions and the bad ones, helping our friends and family move, taking a million pictures that end up in my parents’ house, lazy Saturday mornings with pancakes, late night dates… All of it. I’m in this with you, August.”
August smiled softly, her heart pounding. When you’d never really had someone with you in all of the moments—good and bad—it was hard to know just how badly you wanted that, but, seeing Piper before her, meaning all of it, standing with her, refusing to be intimidated away by her parents, well, there were no words for how it felt. It was the release of a ball of tension August hadn’t realized she’d been carrying.
She brushed the hair out of Piper’s face. “I’m in this with you too. All of it.”
Piper’s grin was luminous. “I’ve never been so glad to have met the wrong person.”
August laughed, pulling her into a hug that lifted her off the ground. “The wrong person who ended up being the right one.”
Piper giggled as August carried her back towards the kitchen, kicking her legs slightly. “I’m just saying, I think Hummingbird was in the wrong for never matching us, but at least the universe rectified that for us.”
August nodded, pausing to turn and press her briefly into the wall, kissing her. Their lips fit together like they were made for each other—soft, wanting, something like an oath being sealed between the two of them.
She brushed their noses together as she pulled back. “So, pancakes?” she asked, moving again and keeping Piper in her arms.
“Mm, yes.” Piper laughed. “Unless you need more distraction and want to give me the live-action account of what you’ve done on a table…?”
August laughed, putting Piper down but keeping an arm wrapped around her as she moved to make the coffee. “Pancakes first, then I’ll show you that.”
Piper bounced up on her tiptoes, pressing another kiss to August’s lips. “Can’t wait.” 



EPILOGUE
 
“Oh, my gosh,” Massima gushed, clasping her hands to her chest as she practically jumped into Piper’s path. “Are you ready?”
Piper let out a nervous laugh. “Yes. And also no.”
She glanced around Bellham’s Café taking stock of the decorations, where everyone was, if there were enough string lights… just every tiny detail. This had to be perfect.
Ford paused beside the two of them and held up an armful of placards. “You want these lining the path to the counter, right?”
Piper bit her lip, hesitating. She’d been planning this thing for so long now, but what if it was too much? What if it wasn’t enough? Was it even possible to give August everything she deserved? Piper didn’t think so, but she’d spent every day of the last year trying her best to give August the world. Today was no different on that front, but today was also bigger stakes, a bigger event, something they’d remember for the rest of their lives.
“Yes,” Hermes said, stepping up to direct Ford. “Piper’s having a momentary breakdown over the idea of your sister turning her down, even though that’s literally never going to happen. So, why don’t you and I take control over arranging these?”
Piper sent him a grateful, terrified look.
She didn’t really think August would turn her down—she wouldn’t be proposing if she thought it was even remotely possible, and they’d spoken at length about their life plans and desire to get married, and, and, and… she was still terrified that she was doing it wrong or that August might say no. Because, it turned out, actually proposing was a little bit terrifying and a lot exciting.
She wanted to marry August so badly. She wanted to spend her life with August, and she knew August felt the same way, but there was something about putting yourself out there that was always a little nerve-wracking, even when it was with exactly the right person. Not to mention the fact that she’d decided to do it in front of her parents and all of their friends.
Initially, she’d thought she’d do it just the two of them, but, then, she’d come to understand how much it mattered to have their friends there, how much August needed to see that their friends and Piper’s parents loved and supported both of them in the big moments and the small ones. August had come a long way over the last year, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t still haunted by the weird dynamic her own biological family had. So, Piper had decided to do this together, to have their loved ones witness the proposal, to have August surrounded by her loud, loving, chaotic chosen family as Piper asked her that most important question.
“We’re here!” her parents yelled, bursting through the front door of Bellham’s Café.
“Hi,” Piper breathed, grinning at the fact that they were both dressed to the nines.
Her mom had gone for a black, floor-length gown with purple flowers all over it. Her dad, however, had gone for a suit that was clearly patterned, but, up close, revealed itself to be covered in butterflies.
“This place is adorable,” April said, pulling Piper into a tight hug. “I can’t believe we’re finally visiting the place where you and August first met! How magical.”
Piper nodded, glancing over to the counter. She and August had been frequent patrons over the last year, and, when she’d been thinking about where to propose, she couldn’t think of a better spot. Luckily, the owners were more than interested when she reached out and asked if they’d be willing to close early one night to allow her to take over the place and propose.
“Do you like my suit?” her dad asked, gesturing to himself as he stuck a leg out to model it better.
Piper grinned. “It’s beautiful.”
“And symbolic,” he said, winking. “Over the past year, August has been like a beautiful butterfly emerging from her chrysalis.”
“Oh.” Piper smiled softly at her dad, a lump in her throat. “That’s really beautiful, Dad. Thank you.”
He grinned widely and pulled her into a hug.
It meant the world to her how much her parents had taken to August and how they parented her. Piper hadn’t seen August’s parents since that Saturday morning when they’d burst into her apartment and demanded Ford’s new address but it had stuck with her.
The day her parents met August, they’d asked about her job, but they’d asked questions about what she does, whether she likes it, if she has a good work-life balance. When August’s parents had asked about her job, they’d only cared if she was getting another promotion. Piper’s parents saw August, they loved her as a whole person, and August had told her more than once what that meant to her. Piper had seen it helping to transform August over the last year, but to have her parents see it too, that was really special.
“Ah, how are our boys?” April said, spotting Hermes and Ford still setting up the placards.
They both turned to fuss over ‘their boys’, and Piper turned on the spot, taking the moment in. Not one part of her had expected to fall in love with the woman she’d end up marrying when she’d walked in a year ago, looking for a woman with brown hair, but here they were.
Her phone rang. August. Even with the nerves, the sight of her face lighting up the screen, knowing she was on the other end of the line, was so soothing and exciting all at the same time, even after almost a year of dating.
“It’s August,” she called, alerting everyone to keep the noise down.
Měilíng let out an involuntary, excited squeal before clamping a hand over her mouth and laughing into her partner Noah’s shoulder.
Piper held back a laugh as she answered the call.
“Hello, gorgeous,” August said, sounding carefree.
Piper sighed, relaxing into August’s happiness. “Hello, beautiful.”
“I just got your message—you want to eat out?”
She hummed. “Yeah, I’m really feeling Bellham’s. What do you think?”
August laughed softly. “I think you’re ridiculously romantic.”
“I know,” Piper said, drawing out the word. “And I know we said we were having a cozy night in tonight and going there on the weekend to celebrate, but it’s today, and I want to be there with you.”
“Sounds perfect. Want me to pick you up on the way?”
“Nah, that’s okay, I’m already pretty close.”
“Oh, you were already on your way there, huh?”
“Maybe.”
August laughed again. “I love you, you hopeless little romantic.”
“I love you too,” Piper said, feeling the words in every part of her body.
In her peripheral vision, she saw Massima practically swoon at her words, gripping Shea’s arm for dear life.
“I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes,” August said. “And I can’t wait to see you.”
“You too.” Piper looked around. Fifteen minutes. That was enough time.
August wrapped the call up and, after checking three times that the line had disconnected, Piper announced her ETA to the room.
There was a rush of activity, a flurry of voices and decorations, and, with seven minutes remaining, the place was ready.
Shea cleared her throat behind Piper’s back when Piper was staring at the placards with teary eyes—an exhibition of her year with August. Important dates, adventures, quiet, sweet Saturday mornings, late, busy Friday nights… All of the minutes that made up a life together laid out in the place they first met, forming a path from the door to the counter, where Piper would be waiting for her on a carpet of rose petals.
“I think it’s time for these,” Shea said, and even she was unable to hide her giant grin at the romance of the moment.
Piper looked from Shea’s face to the tan coat and red beret she was holding out. She nodded, pulling the coat on.
“She’s going to say
yes,” Shea assured her.
“Hell yeah, she is,” Ford yelled from over by the tables.
Shea laughed. “She’s just as obsessed with you as you are with her, and you’re about to get everything you’ve ever wanted.”
Tears sprung up in Piper’s eyes. She’d usually come up with a witty retort for Shea but, today, she found she didn’t have one. All she had was more love for August than she’d ever known it was possible to feel for someone.
She pulled the beret on, looking over Shea’s black lace blazer that looked like an intricate, risqué tattoo on her skin. It fit a little too well to have been something she bought randomly, just for this occasion. Piper wasn’t going to ask questions right now. Later, maybe. But, also, maybe that was just Shea.
She got into position, leaning on the counter with her phone out, and waited for August, just as she had been, without realizing it, one year ago.
She spotted August walking towards the door with enough time to send her a quick text: Tan coat. Red beret. Completely in love with you
August looked overwhelmed as she stepped through the door, phone in hand, already knowing something was different. She laughed, tearing up as she took in the decorations, and her eyes lingered on the boards that led her to Piper.
After each one, her gaze bounced to Piper and she took a step closer, clearly torn between wanting to take in every detail and simply running at Piper to sweep her up into a kiss.
Piper tried not to adjust her stance too much as she waited. She didn’t want to crush the petals before she’d even managed to propose. Now that August was here, though, she was feeling a lot less nervous. This made sense. Everything about the two of them did. They’d had their first conversation here and, from those very first words, it all just fit. Now, there was nothing in the world that made more sense than the fact that she was about to propose to August Carmichael.
“Happy anniversary,” August whispered, her voice teary when she finally made it to Piper.
“Happy anniversary,” Piper replied, looking up at her adoringly. She had never seen anything as beautiful as August and that was never going to change.
August laughed, gesturing to their friends and family. “I can’t believe you did all of this.”
Piper bit her bottom lip, taking August’s face in her hands. “There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, August.”
Tears broke free of August’s eyes, running down her face, and even that was impossibly beautiful.
“You know I feel the same way about you, too, don’t you?” she asked, her voice husky with emotion.
Piper nodded. She did know that. She knew it down to her bones and it made her feel like the luckiest person in the universe. She took a breath, moving to hold August’s hands. “August, one year ago, I stood here and sent a message to someone I was supposed to be meeting. It turned out I was sending that message to the wrong person entirely, but, somehow, the universe figured that out and intervened. I don’t know how it happened and, honestly, I have no interest in questioning it, because that day, I met you and you are everything I’ve ever been looking for. You are my best friend, the love of my life, and the only one I want by my side for whatever comes next.”
She kissed August’s hands and reached into her pocket to pull out a ring box—red, just like her beret.
August gasped as if she hadn’t been completely sure what was happening until that very moment. “Piper…” she breathed.
Piper smiled at her and dropped to one knee on the bed of red petals. “I know hard times will come, but so will good ones, and the good ones will be infinitely more plentiful with you in my life. And, if you say yes, I will do everything in my power to make your life everything you’ve ever dreamed of and more because you deserve to be adored, August, for every day of your life.”
“Why would I ever say no?” August asked, her voice low and confused and amused.
Piper laughed and opened the box, not missing that August didn’t even look at the ring, her eyes locked on Piper’s. They’d look at it later, revel in it later, but, right now, it was just about the two of them. “Well, then… August Carmichael, will you marry me?”
August started laughing and crying, nodding wildly. “Of course! Of course I’ll marry you. Yes!”
She dropped to the floor with Piper, being just cautious enough not to send the ring flying as their lips found each other, arms wrapping tight around the one thing they both loved above all others.
The room erupted in cheers and Piper knew her mom would be taking a ridiculous amount of pictures. She couldn’t wait to see every single one of them.
She and August pulled apart and she moved to slip the ring on August’s finger—a perfect fit since they’d both had their fingers measured for exactly this eventuality.
August finally looked at it and her breath hitched. It was the exact one she’d pointed out to Piper six months ago. “It’s perfect.” She looked back up at Piper. “You’re perfect.”
Piper laughed. “Hey, I think I’m the lucky one here.”
“Not at all.” She shook her head, getting up from the floor and helping Piper up. “I knew I should have swung by the apartment and picked up your ring on the way here.”
Piper paused on her way to press another kiss to August’s lips. “You already have it?”
“Of course I do. I’ve had it for the last five-and-a-half months. And you just beat me to the punch.”
“You were going to propose this weekend?” Piper laughed, already knowing the answer.
“I was indeed.” She wrapped her arms around Piper’s back and pulled her in close. “But I’m not sorry it went like this. And I’ll still propose. You deserve it.”
Piper kissed her eagerly. “I don’t know how I get to spend my life with you, but I’m not ever giving that up.”
Their loved ones descended on them, a whirlwind of hugs and kisses and congratulations and Piper knew she’d absolutely made the right decision by doing this with them present. It wasn’t for everyone but it was for them.
“Oh, I’m so happy for you! And so jealous,” Massima laughed. “It’s all romantic and lovely, and I can’t wait to find my person.”
Piper giggled, snuggling into August’s side. “You know, I had to go on a lot of rough dates to find the right one. I know you’ll get there soon.”
“Oh, tell me about it,” Noah said, laughing. “Měilíng got lucky the first time, but I’d been on some weird dates before we met. You get there in the end, though.”
August breathed a laugh as she was nuzzling the top of Piper’s head and, even through the beret, the warm sensation sent a shudder through Piper.
“Maybe you should do what these two did and find a friend you can message after a bad date. It seems to have helped,” Shea suggested.
Massima lit up. “I would love that, but I don’t know who I’d ask.”
Shea shrugged. “I’ll do it. It’s not like I don’t go on bad dates, too. Might be nice to have someone designated to complain to about them.”
“Are you serious?” Massima bounced up and down excitedly.
“Deadly. Let’s make one of their bad date deal things.”
“Oh, my god. I’m so excited.” She threw herself at Shea in a hug.
Piper narrowed her eyes, unable to keep the blissful smile off her face, as she moved to whisper in August’s ear. “Do you think we should remind them how that deal ended for us?”
“Not at all.” August laughed before something passed across her face and she glanced back at Shea and Massima. “Have they slept together?”
Piper frowned, keeping her voice down so the others wouldn’t hear. “Shea and Massima?”
“Mm, yes.”
“No?”
“Interesting.”
“August? What do you know that I don’t?”
She laughed. “The day Ford moved into Hermes’ place, Shea insinuated that she’d slept with either Massima or Hermes.”
Piper stared at her with wide eyes. “Hermes is gay…”
“I know.”
They both laughed and looked back at Massima and Shea, talking excitedly—well, Massima was. Shea was her usual, chill self.
Who knew what was going on there—or what might end up going on?
Hermes and Ford found them again, gathering them up in a group hug, both looking overjoyed, right as April shouted, “Family photo! Everyone squeeze in with the happy couple!”
“Already there,” Ford called back as Hermes laughed.
Piper shook her head, so blissfully happy she felt like she might explode, especially when August looked down at her, eyes full of so much love. She pulled Piper closer to her and moved to capture her lips in another lingering kiss.
Around them, Piper heard people cheering and shouting ‘cheese’ for the camera, and all she cared about was August, holding her, kissing her, and standing beside her in every picture for the rest of time. Her love, her wife, and absolutely the right date for her. 
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