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Chapter 1


I slid the parsley-printed backpack off my shoulder and set it on the marble counter in front of me. I still don’t know why I got on the plane this morning. It’s not like flying to the sin capital of the world was going to make my life not suck. But here I am, and my only priority for the next four days is to forget that it does.

“Good evening, ma’am. Are you checking in?” A chipper voice sounded from over my shoulder.

I turned, surprised by how quickly she had appeared. “Yes. I have a reservation under Sadie Warren.”

The woman smiled a very practiced smile, likely reserved for tourists, as her fingers flew across the keyboard. “Yes, here you are. One king bed, Sphere view, three nights, checking out Sunday.”

“Sounds right,” I said, as I pushed my hair off my face.

“I need your ID and credit card. Is this your first time in Vegas?”

“It is,” I replied as I pulled my wallet from my backpack.

While she typed in my information, I let my gaze drift around the lobby. Poinsettias were everywhere, glossy and aggressive, like they’d been issued a uniform. Off to the side, a massive pine tree glittered with thousands of tiny white lights, and beside it stood a life-sized pink flamingo wearing a Christmas wreath around its neck.

I shook my head, smiling to myself. It looked like Florida and Christmas had gotten drunk together and had dared each other to decorate the hotel lobby. Which, honestly, felt right for Las Vegas.

“You’re all set,” she said, sliding my cards back across the counter before handing me my room key. “Christmastime in Vegas isn’t exactly traditional, but it can be magical. Elevators are that way. Enjoy your stay.”

I nodded, offering the polite smile I reserved for strangers. If by magical she meant slightly unhinged and aggressively lit, then sure. So far, it was living up to expectations.

I wrapped my fingers tighter around the strap of my backpack, suddenly aware of how loud everything felt. My shoulders were up near my ears, and I made myself roll them back as I turned toward the elevators. Four days, I reminded myself. I just had to get through the next four days.

I closed my eyes as the elevator began its smooth climb. The ride felt shorter than it should have, ending with a loud ding before the doors slid open on the twenty-second floor. I stepped out and started down the carpeted hallway, my carry-on rattling behind me, the carpeted pattern beneath my feet blurring into sameness.

When I finally reached my room, I waved the key card over the handle, pushed inside, shut the door, and made it as far as the foot of the bed before collapsing face-first.

The mattress gave beneath me, knocking the air from my lungs. I stayed there, cheek pressed to the comforter, until my breathing slowed and the room stopped spinning.

Multiple flight delays, a three-hour time difference, and the emotional whiplash of being left at the altar five days ago had finally caught up to me. Sleep sounded incredible, but so did a stiff drink. I knew if I didn’t move soon, jet lag would take me hostage.

With a quiet groan, I pushed myself upright, dug my toiletries bag out of the suitcase, and headed for the bathroom.

Twenty minutes later, I was fresh-faced and wearing an old concert T-shirt, jeans, and comfortable boots. I glanced at my reflection in the closet door mirror. My dark hair, still slightly damp thanks to the world’s most mediocre hairdryer, hung loose, brushing the tops of my shoulders. Except for a quick swipe of lip balm and a little mascara, I had skipped makeup altogether.

Petite. Unassuming. The kind of woman who didn’t want attention and was perfectly content when it didn’t show up, especially while I had a few drinks and toasted whatever the hell my life was now.

The casino hit me like sensory overload on steroids. Bells rang. Lights flashed. Voices collided and ricocheted off the ceiling. Somewhere to my left, someone yelled “yee-haw” at a slot machine, and I immediately regretted every decision that had brought me out of my room.

I just wanted something low-key, somewhere I could have a drink in peace without thinking about white dresses and canceled honeymoons. As I wove past poker and blackjack tables, I spotted a bar tucked into the corner, dimly lit and noticeably calmer. Jackpot.

I walked in, slid onto a stool, and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as I looked around. At the far end of the bar, a group of women was clustered around a blonde wearing a bridal veil.

“To Stacy and Brian!” one of them shouted, lifting a shot glass filled with amber-colored liquor. “May your life always be amazing and the sex always be toe-curling!”

I rolled my eyes, more from reflex than judgment. I had always assumed toe-curling sex was one of those phrases people used because it sounded impressive, not because it was based on lived experience. If it was real, it certainly hadn’t been part of mine.

Still, I didn’t want to be rude, so I silently wished Stacy the best of luck with Brian and whatever their future held, including, apparently, very enthusiastic orgasms.

The stool beside me creaked as someone sat down.

“Hello, beautiful,” a deep voice drawled. “Let me buy you a drink, and we’ll see where it takes us.”

He was attractive in a vague, square-jawed way that made college frat guys all blur together in my memory.

I gave him a polite, closed-mouth smile. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to pass.”

He frowned and leaned closer, lowering his voice like we were sharing a secret. “Come on. Just one drink. I’m a really nice guy.”

“I’m sure you are,” I said. “Still passing.”

That did it. He straightened, irritation flashing across his face. “What, you married or something?”

I let out a quiet breath. “Let’s just say you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

He stood, gave me a slow once-over, and smirked. “Your loss, darlin’. I’m great in bed.”

I watched him walk away, already tuning him out. Whatever kind of night he was headed for, it wasn’t my concern. I turned back to the bar and waited as the bartender finished with another customer.

My attention drifted back to the group of women at the far end, laughing and tossing back drinks like tomorrow wasn’t going to hurt. My gaze skimmed over them until it landed on one woman standing just slightly outside the circle. Quiet. Observant. Not trying to steal the spotlight.

She was nothing like my usual type. I tended to gravitate toward blondes with big laughs and bigger personalities, the kind of women who could turn a routine grocery run into a full production. Loud. Dominant. The life of the party.

Basically, I went for the complete opposite of me.

This woman wasn’t that.

She was all sharp edges and quiet confidence. A defined jaw. High cheekbones. Short, tousled raven hair. A nose that looked almost unfairly perfect.

Her silky blouse dipped low enough to make my breath hitch, and her black leather pants fit like they’d been designed for her alone. Not to impress. To own the space, she stood in.

She looked like she could’ve stepped straight out of the vampire novel I had picked up in the airport and was halfway through. Dangerous elegance. Restraint. The kind that didn’t announce itself, but ruined you slowly and left you grateful for it.

“Hey there,” the bartender said, pulling me back to the present. “Know what you would like?”

I blinked a couple of times, reorienting. “Sorry. Long day of travel.” I scanned the taps along the wall behind her. “I’ll take a Blue Moon. Lemon, lime, and orange.”

Her brow lifted. “All three? Bold move. I respect it.”

She poured the beer, added the fruit, set the glass in front of me, and took my credit card.

I squeezed the citrus into the beer, stirred it with the tip of my finger, and took a drink. Crisp. Cool. Exactly what I needed.

A minute later, she came back with my card and the receipt. “Let me know when you’re ready for a shot of tequila or Fireball.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How did you know I was considering a shot? Are you psychic?”

She laughed, wiping down the bar with a towel. “I wish. Most people end up ordering one eventually. Fireball or tequila seems to be the go-to.”

I smiled. “Definitely not tequila. We’re not on speaking terms.”

“Could I get two shots of Fireball?” a smooth voice said from just behind me.

I turned and found myself looking straight into ocean-blue eyes and a smile that knew precisely what it was doing.

It was her. Leather pants. Dangerous elegance.

“I have a problem,” she said, that same smile still in place. “And I’m hoping you can help me with it.”

I tilted my head. “I don’t know you. Why would I help you?”

Her smile widened, just slightly. “Fair point. Let’s fix that.” She held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Quinn.”

There was no way that was her real name, but I took her hand anyway. It would’ve been rude not to.

The moment our fingers touched, something in me misfired. The noise faded away, and for half a second, everything went very still.

The bartender slid the shots across the bar. “Here you go. Let me know if you need anything else.”

She gestured to the glasses. “Ah, yes, back to my problem. It appears I ordered one too many. Will you join me?”

Every instinct I had warned me I was going to regret this. Unfortunately, none of them offered a compelling reason to say no.

“What the hell?” I reached for the glass closest to me and turned back with a smile. “What are we drinking to?”

“To us,” she said, her smile brightening. “And the amazing night we’re about to have.”

“Presumptuous,” I said, laughing before I could stop myself.

She ran her teeth over her lower lip, holding my gaze before giving me a quick wink. Then she clinked her glass against mine. The sound was soft, almost delicate, and it struck me that I had just agreed to something that hadn’t been named yet.

I tossed back the shot in one go, the cinnamon burning a clean line down my throat and settling hot in my stomach. I chased it with a gulp of beer, but it wasn’t enough to dull the heat.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as she caught a stray drop of amber liquor with the tip of her tongue and gave a half smile. Maybe she knew I was watching. Maybe she didn’t. Either way, there was no doubt about it. This woman was trouble.

“May I?” she asked, motioning to the empty stool beside me.

I nodded. “You may.”

She slid into the seat like she had been there all night. Her knee brushed mine and lingered just long enough to feel deliberate before she flagged the bartender for another beer.

“So,” she said, lifting the bottle to her mouth. “Are you going to tell me your name, or am I going to have to assign you something sexy and mysterious?”

“Jasmine,” I said, straight-faced.

Her brows arched. “Jasmine. Like the flower or the princess?”

“Whichever suits your fantasy.”

She laughed, low and easy. “Okay, Jasmine. And for the record, my name really is Quinn.”

“Sure, it is.”

Her lips curved. “Why would I lie to a beautiful woman? Wouldn’t that kind of defeat the point of getting to know her?”

Before I could fire off a comeback, a tall blonde appeared at Quinn’s side.

“Quinn,” she said, eyeing me with open curiosity, “are you going to introduce me to your stunning new friend, or are you keeping her all to yourself?”

Quinn grinned. “Nope. Not introducing you.”

“Rude.” The blonde turned to me and held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Jules. I love my cousin, but when you get tired of her games, how about I buy you a drink?”

I shook her hand, her grip confident and warm. “Nice to meet you, Jules. And don’t worry about me. I won’t be here long enough to play any games.”

“Smart lady,” she said, flashing a bright smile. Then she turned back to Quinn. “We’re going to gamble a bit, then bar hop. Call if you need me. Have fun and stay safe.”

“I might catch up later,” Quinn said. “If not, just try to stay out of jail.”

“No promises.” Jules gave Quinn a fist bump before heading off to join the others.

Quinn leaned in again, closer this time. “So… now that you know my name is, in fact, Quinn, want to share your real one?”

“I told you. It’s Jasmine.”

She squinted at me, smiling like she knew better. “Not buying it, but fine. Can I call you Jas?”

“That’s fine. It’s what most of my friends call me.”

Her eyes flicked to my mouth and back. “Mm-hm. Friends.” She tilted her head toward the bar. “Ready for another shot?”

“Seriously? We just had one. Not even five minutes ago.”

“Life’s short,” she said, leaning in until her shoulder brushed mine. “Why wait to enjoy it?”

Before I could answer, she signaled the bartender with a flick of her fingers. Her leg pressed against mine, warmth seeping through my jeans and sending a low hum through me.

“You’re dangerous,” I murmured.

Quinn raised a dark eyebrow, the corner of her mouth curling. “Only if you want me to be.”

The bartender slid two shot glasses across the bar. Quinn nudged one toward me with a single fingertip.

“To new friends,” she said, lifting hers.

I raised mine. “To trouble.” I clinked my glass softly against hers and tossed back the shot.

As I set the glass down, her fingers brushed mine, the pad of her thumb tracing a slow, lazy arc over my knuckles. The contact was feather-light, but it sent a shiver straight through me.

I could feel her watching me, tracking every flicker of reaction. Her touch was unhurried, confident in a way that said she already knew exactly where this was going.

The noise of the casino blurred into a low hum as the rest of the room fell away, until there was only the bar beneath my elbow, the heat of her thigh pressed to mine, and the steady, tantalizing sweep of her thumb over my skin.

“You’ve got that look,” she said, her voice low.

“What look?”

“The one people get right before they make a very good… or very bad… decision.”

“Which do you think this is?” I asked, my voice dipping lower than I meant it to.

Quinn tilted her head, studying me. “So, Jas,” she said softly, “another round, a little gambling… or do we skip the foreplay and make a night of it? Just you and me.”

“I thought this was already a night,” I replied, teasing.

“Oh, sweetheart,” she murmured, leaning close enough that her breath warmed my ear, “we haven’t even started yet.”

The air tightened between us. Then she stood in one smooth motion and tossed a few bills on the bar.

“Come on,” she said, holding out her hand.

I hesitated for half a second before sliding my fingers into hers. We left the bar without another word. As we walked through the casino, the lights painted her profile in flickers of gold and red as she led us toward the elevators, her stride unhurried, purposeful.

When the elevator doors closed, she stepped closer and curled her palm around the back of my neck.

“Last chance to say no,” she murmured. “I promise I’ll behave if that’s what you want.”

I laughed softly. “It appears behaving isn’t what I came to Vegas to do.”

Quinn groaned, and then her mouth was on mine, the kiss hot and sure. By the time we reached her room, my pulse was thrumming.

As the door clicked shut behind us, Quinn wasted no time, her hands sliding into my hair, tugging just enough to make my breath catch. My back met the wall as her body pressed into mine, heat radiating from her in a way that made my knees threaten mutiny.

Her hands roamed over me with a boldness that stole my breath. Every brush of her fingers sent heat skittering through me. I tangled my fingers in her short hair and pulled her closer, the kiss turning urgent, consuming.

Quinn broke away first, pressing her forehead to mine for a brief, grounding second before guiding me toward the end of the bed.

She paused, her blue eyes darker now. “Still think I’m trouble?” she asked, her breath uneven.

“Absolutely,” I said, my voice betraying me.

“Good,” she murmured, the word low and rough, and it sent a shiver racing to my core.

She leaned down, her mouth finding mine again with unrestrained intent. Her kiss was demanding, unhurried, like she already knew I wasn’t going anywhere. When her tongue brushed mine, it sent a sharp, breathless jolt through me.

I gripped her hips, fingers pressing into the slim curve of her waist as I pulled her closer.

Quinn slid her hands beneath the hem of my shirt, her fingertips grazing bare skin, and the contact stole a soft gasp from me. She smiled against my mouth before lifting the fabric up and over my head in one smooth motion.

Cool air brushed my skin. Her gaze followed it, dark and intent, and the way she looked at me made my pulse stutter.

She leaned down, her mouth finding mine again with unrestrained intent. Her kiss was demanding, unhurried, like she already knew I wasn’t going anywhere. When her tongue brushed mine, it sent a sharp, breathless jolt through me.

I gripped her hips, fingers pressing into the slim curve of her waist as I pulled her closer.

Quinn slid her hands beneath the hem of my shirt, her fingertips grazing bare skin, and the contact stole a soft gasp from me. She smiled against my mouth before lifting the fabric up and over my head in one smooth motion.

Her hands found the clasp of my bra, deftly unfastening it, and when it fell away, cool air brushed my skin. Her gaze followed it, dark and intent, and the way she looked at me made my pulse stutter.

“God,” she whispered, her voice rough with desire, “you’re gorgeous.”

Her lips found my skin, trailing a slow, deliberate path from my collarbone to the sensitive place just above my heart.

I ran my hands over the smooth planes of her back, the strength there unmistakable, and grounding. I tugged impatiently at the silky fabric between us, making her laugh, low and warm.

Quinn stepped back just enough to pull the material over her head. Her eyes met mine, and something dark and unmistakable passed between us before she closed the distance again.

Her mouth found mine once more, but this time her kisses were slower and deeper, like she was savoring every second.

Her hand slid down my side, lingering at my hip, the promise of it was enough to make my breath hitch. I felt the shift in the air between us, the moment tipping from want into certainty.

I didn’t stop her as her fingers teased the waistband of my jeans, lowering the zipper before slipping beneath. The deliberate slowness of her touch made my breath hitch.

“Quinn,” I gasped, my voice barely a whisper as my hips instinctively rose to meet her hand.

Her fingers moved with a sure, deliberate rhythm, finding exactly what I needed and giving it without hesitation. Every stroke sparked something inside me, each one feeding the heat until it drowned out thought and reason entirely.

There was only her touch, her breath, her presence, until I broke apart, trembling in her hands. I sagged forward, pressing my forehead to her shoulder, my lungs working hard as I dragged air back into my body.

She slowly slipped her hand from my jeans, then wrapped her arms around my waist, holding me close.

“In case you were wondering,” she murmured, “that was just to take the edge off.”

I huffed a quiet laugh against her shoulder. “Noted.”

She kissed my cheek, then guided me down to the edge of the bed. She lowered herself in front of me, and strong hands slid around my ankle, steadying me as she pulled one boot free, then the other, setting them neatly aside, before tugging my jeans off.

Quinn rose to her knees and pressed her palm flat against my chest, and I gave way instantly. She eased me backward until my shoulders met the cool sheets of her unmade bed.

I lay there staring up at her, too stunned to do anything else, until the subtle pull at the thing scrap of lace made me draw in a sharp breath. She guided the fabric away in one smooth, unhurried motion, leaving me exposed and breathless beneath her steady gaze.

I shut my eyes, trying to quiet the anxious rush in my head. This. Her. Everything happening right now felt like a world away from anything I’d ever done. It was dangerous. Reckless. Intoxicating.

And oh God, I didn’t want it to stop.

The air shifted a moment before I felt her mouth. The first brush of heat against my center tore a sound of pure desire from my throat. When Quinn’s lips closed around me, and she sucked hard, my body jerked like I had been plugged into an outlet.

“Fuck,” I gasped, my hips lifting off the mattress as I chased the friction, the pressure, the rush that had my head spinning.

I couldn’t keep still, my hands clutching the sheets as my hips lifted against her, like my body had been waiting for this forever.

Then I felt a finger slip inside as her tongue sent me reeling, a sharp, helpless cry tearing out of me. She groaned low against me, the vibration making me tremble even more.

I reached down, tangling my fingers in her dark hair, holding on as if it might anchor me. Every flick of her tongue and pull of her lips stripped away whatever defenses I thought I had left. I could feel my pulse in every nerve, heat coiling low and tight, threatening to unravel me completely.

“Quinn…” I breathed her name like a prayer, and she answered by sliding another finger inside me, slow and deliberate, her tongue never relenting.

The combination was devastating. I arched off the bed, my body surrendering to the rhythm she set, to the way she seemed to know exactly how to break me apart.

The room blurred around me, sounds dissolving into the pounding in my ears. I was gone, every thought, every fear drowned out by the way she consumed me, claimed me. The pressure built, sharp and unstoppable, until I couldn’t hold it back another second.

The climax tore through me, sudden and overwhelming, a rush so fierce it left me gasping, crying out her name as wave after wave crashed over me.


CHAPTER 2


I woke to a low, insistent buzzing that dragged me out of a thick fog of sleep. For a moment, I didn’t know where I was.

Then the night rushed back in, hot and immediate, my body remembering before my brain caught up. Dear god.

I turned my head and saw the outline of the woman beside me. Calling Quinn a stranger felt wrong after the hours we had spent tangled up together, breath to skin, laughter fading into something quieter. And yet I didn’t even know her real name.

I knew other things. The way her breath hitched when I touched her. The taste of her skin. The way her body had shifted closer in her sleep, like it already knew me.

The buzzing came again, and this time I realized it was my phone. I reached blindly across the nightstand and tapped the screen.

It was only a little after seven, and I had already missed a call and a text from Mom.

Good morning, sweetie. Just checking that you made it okay. Hopefully you’re enjoying your quick getaway. Text me back and let me know you’re safe so I won’t worry. Love you.

“Dammit,” I muttered.

I typed back: Hi Mom. I’m good. Sorry, I didn’t call. I was exhausted when I got in, and my body clock is a jet-lagged mess. I’ll call you later.

I hit send and set the phone back on the nightstand, then let out a slow breath.

A warm hand slid across my stomach. I startled slightly, then relaxed at the whisper near my ear.

“Good morning.”

“Morning,” I said, finding Quinn’s hand and squeezing it. “I had…a lot of fun last night.”

She groaned theatrically. “Oh god, this is where you ‘but’ me. Cue the mad dash for the door.”

I rolled to face her. “Hooking up with a stranger isn’t something I do. But you…” I smiled despite myself. “You helped me forget what a disaster the last week has been. So, thank you.”

Even in the shadows, I could make out the curve of her smile. She rolled onto her back and shifted the pillow beneath her head.

She let out a low chuckle. “I guess I should be thanking you for allowing me to lead you down the path of intoxicating encounters.”

I laughed softly. “I was slightly intoxicated.”

She turned onto her side, her fingers tracing lazy circles on my stomach. “Not so much that you don’t remember how good it was, I hope.”

“Oh, trust me.” My body still hummed with proof. “I remember all of it.”

Quinn made a satisfied grunt but didn’t say anything. The silence stretched between us, warm and easy. Not awkward at all. Which felt strange, considering we had just met.

A few more moments passed before she asked, “How long are you in Vegas?”

“I fly out Sunday morning.”

“My flight isn’t until six that night.” She hummed, thoughtful, then her voice dipped lower. “So, Jasmine. Want to keep walking the path with me? See where it leads and what kind of trouble we can find?”

Her hand drifted down, fingers tracing my thigh, heat flaring everywhere at once.

I bit my lip. “Tempting. But honestly, I need a toothbrush and a shower. So, I’m going to have to pass.”

Quinn grinned, already sliding out of bed. “Then let’s start with the shower.” She crossed the room without a shred of modesty and flipped on the bathroom light. “There’ll be a travel toothbrush on the sink with your name on it.”

The sight of her, bare and utterly at ease, was unfairly sexy. I wanted her as much now, maybe more, than I had at the bar the night before.

Lying in a stranger’s bed in a Vegas hotel room, I found myself questioning every so-called wise decision that had led to being left at the altar. Playing it safe hadn’t exactly worked out. Maybe it was time for a change. Or at least time to be a little crazy.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I threw back the covers and followed her into the bathroom.

Steam hazed the room by the time I stepped into the shower. Quinn stood beneath the spray, water sliding over her shoulders. She turned at the sound of me, that wicked grin I had first seen the night before spreading across her face.

“Took you long enough,” she said, hand outstretched.

I slipped in beside her, the water shocking my skin before settling into a pleasant warmth. Steam curled around us as she drew me closer, the spray cascading over both of us.

Quinn reached for the tiny hotel bottle of shampoo and flipped it open with one hand, tilting her chin toward me. “Turn around,” she said, her voice soft but edged with command.

I obeyed before I even thought about it. Her fingers slid into my hair, working the cool liquid through the long strands. She moved slowly, the pads of her fingers dragging over my scalp until my eyes fluttered shut.

The intimacy of it caught me off guard, stripping me bare in a way that had nothing to do with skin.

“You’ve got a lot of hair, Jas,” she murmured, her breath warm at my ear.

“Yeah,” I managed, though my voice sounded far away. “You know,” I said, aiming for casual and missing entirely, “I don’t usually do this kind of thing.”

“Lucky me, then,” she whispered into my ear.

Her hands slid to my waist, guiding me under the spray to rinse the suds away before she reached for the small bar of soap. Lather bloomed quickly as she worked the soap between her hands, then set them on my shoulders, sliding over my arms in long, unhurried strokes. By the time she turned me to face her, I was practically vibrating with need.

Her gaze never left mine as her hands traced down my collarbone, over the curve of my breasts, and along my stomach. The touch was careful and assured. She wasn’t rushing or teasing. She was taking her time, as if every inch of me mattered.

The water, the steam, her touch all blended until I couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. My breath hitched when her hands slipped lower, spreading lather over my hips and thighs. Whatever willpower I had started with dissolved under her careful attention. By the time she leaned in and kissed me, I melted into her.

She turned us until cool tile met my back, her body firm and slick against mine. Every movement was unhurried, as if she knew exactly what I needed and had no reason to rush.

Her mouth was on mine, deep and consuming, stealing what little air I had left. Every nerve lit up as her hands skimmed my waist, my hips, the curve of my thigh. I ached everywhere she hadn’t touched yet.

Water poured between us as her touch traveled lower, my knees threatening to give way. I gripped her shoulders to steady myself.

“Is this okay?” she whispered against my throat.

A shaky laugh escaped me. “More than.”

Her touch slipped lower, sure and unerring, and my breath fractured at the contact. The rush of water couldn’t hide the sounds she drew from me, soft and unguarded.

Quinn smiled against my skin before lifting her head. “Still with me?” she asked, teasing, gentle.

“Barely,” I managed, clinging to her.

Her mouth traced my throat, her tongue catching the water as it slid down. When her teeth grazed my skin, I gasped, the sound lost to the steam. Everything narrowed to her touch and her breath. I dragged my fingers through her wet hair and pulled her closer, giving myself over to the rhythm she set.

The world beyond the shower disappeared. There was only her, focused and unrelenting, drawing me out of myself piece by piece. I clung to her as everything inside me finally gave way, the sounds I made swallowed by the hiss of water.

Quinn held me through it, her breath warm and uneven at my ear. When she finally eased back, I was gasping, half laughing at myself for letting this sexy stranger undo me so completely.

She grinned, water dripping from her cheekbones, as she kissed me once more, quick and teasing, then shut off the water. Steam curled around us as she grabbed a towel and tossed it my way, breaking the spell in the best possible way.

She watched me shimmy back into last night’s jeans. “You know,” she drawled, “you’re pulling off the walk of shame look way too well. Most people don’t manage that at eight in the morning.”

I rolled my eyes, tugging the zipper up. “It’s not a walk of shame if I’m not ashamed.”

Her laugh was low and genuine. “Fair point.”

I slipped on my boots, suddenly aware of how little we actually knew about each other. She didn’t even know my real name, and yet the air between us stayed charged, playful, curious.

Quinn leaned against the dresser, a towel knotted low around her hips. “So, Jasmine,” she said, “are we calling this a wild night in Vegas followed by an unexpectedly good morning?”

I hadn’t lied when I said I wasn’t ashamed, but hearing her describe it as a wild, sex filled night hit like a bucket of cold water.

“You know, I think I’m going to go,” I said. “I’ve got a couple of calls I need to make, and I’m sure you need to meet up with your friends.”

“They’re probably still passed out,” she said with a shrug. “But I get it. Maybe I’ll run into you again before you leave.”

I pulled my shirt over my head and ran my hands through my damp hair. “Yeah, maybe,” I said, offering an awkward smile. “I enjoyed meeting you.”

Quinn’s grin tilted cocky. “I enjoyed meeting you, too.”

I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and headed for the door. “Okay then. Bye.”

“Bye, Jasmine,” Quinn called as the heavy door clicked shut behind me.

The hallway felt cooler than it should have. I walked a few steps before realizing my hands were shaking, so I shoved them into my pockets and kept moving. I didn’t look back, even though part of me wanted to.

•••••••

“Fancy meeting you here.”

I didn’t even have to turn around. I would have known that smooth voice anywhere, remembering the smile baked into it. I glanced over my shoulder. “Are you stalking me?”

Quinn pressed a hand to her chest, eyes wide in mock offense. “Absolutely not. Do I look like the type of woman who stalks?”

I eyed her backward baseball cap, navy T-shirt, and worn jeans. “Does any stalker ever look like a stalker?”

“Fair point.” She grinned. “But for the record, I wasn’t stalking. I was, however, very much hoping to see you again.”

“Mission accomplished,” I said, trying not to look as pleased as I felt.

She stepped over to the bartender, and a couple of minutes later, two shot glasses landed between us. “Join me.”

Quinn tossed hers back, and I followed suit because, apparently, peer pressure still works in adulthood. The cinnamon burned its way down my throat.

“Not bad,” I said.

“Not bad?” she teased, leaning in on her elbows. “That was a ten dollar shot of liquid courage. I expect rave reviews.”

“Fine,” I said, smirking. “Top five of the terrible ideas I’ve had today.”

“Top five?” Her eyes sparkled. “I was aiming for at least the top three.”

The bartender grinned and slid another pair in front of us without being asked.

“Vegas service,” Quinn said with a shrug. “You smile the right way, and the universe refills your glass.”

We downed the second shot, and Quinn tipped her head toward the casino floor. “Come on. Let’s make some bad financial decisions.”

The casino was a fever dream of color and noise. Slot machines clanged, dice skittered, and people cheered like their lives depended on the next card flip. She led the way to a roulette table.

I hung back at first, watching her banter with the dealer, her voice easy and confident. It was unfair how good she looked under the casino lights, all sharp edges and slow smiles.

I leaned in and tossed a chip on black. The ball spun around and around before finally landing on red.

Quinn groaned. “Rookie move. You’ve got to trust your gut.”

“That was my gut.”

“Then your gut needs retraining.” She dropped a chip on twenty-one and, of course, it hit. She turned to me and winked, like she had just conjured the outcome through sheer force of will.

We bounced from table to table, losing more than we won, but Quinn’s running commentary turned every round into a comedy set. Every loss was “a moral victory.” Every drink was “a hydration break.”

At some point, I realized my cheeks ached from smiling, which felt strange considering that just a few days ago I had been a malfunctioning, teary shell of a woman. But tonight, I’m hanging out in Vegas with a woman whose last name I don’t know, yet I can tell you exactly what sounds she makes during sex. There’s no way this is real life.

Around midnight, Quinn leaned close, her lips brushing my ear. “I’m starving. There’s a 24-hour food court. You coming?”

My common sense had left hours ago. “Lead the way.”

The food court, like the rest of the casino, was the kind of place where time didn’t exist. We ordered pancakes and fries and swapped ridiculous stories about our lives. Quinn claimed she had just finished a magazine photoshoot featuring penguins in Antarctica, and I countered with a story about a screenplay I was writing about a crime solving cat named Detective Whiskers.

Every word was nonsense, and somehow it felt like the most honest conversation I’d had in a very long time.

Halfway through the meal, Quinn reached across the table and brushed syrup from my lip with her thumb. My breath caught as her hand lingered and our eyes locked.

“Want to keep this going?” she asked. No teasing. Just quiet intensity.

We didn’t make it to the elevator before her hand found mine. We didn’t make it past the doorway before her mouth was on me. My back hit the wall as her body pressed close, the air between us crackling with static.

For one dizzy heartbeat, I thought, This is exactly what I need to get over Caroline.

Then she kissed me again, and all thinking stopped.


CHAPTER 3


Something soft pulled me out of sleep. A sensation so good it took me a second to realize I wasn’t dreaming, even as the room stayed wrapped in hotel darkness, time feeling suspended.

I blinked once, then made out the faint outline of Quinn beside me, her head bent close, her breath warm against my skin.

“Hey,” I whispered, my voice rough with sleep.

“Shhh,” she whispered back, her mouth so close I felt the sound of it more than I heard it. “Close your eyes.”

I did as she asked, and the world narrowed, my attention gathering in one small place, as if a match had been struck inside my chest. The heat spread slowly, deliberately, fanned by the unhurried pass of her tongue as it circled and brushed over my hardened nipple. I felt every nerve in my body come alive at once, aching, restless, desperate for more.

My thoughts tried to line up, but they didn’t stand a chance. The only one that stuck was don’t overthink this. I leaned into it, into her, into the promise that I didn’t need to perform. In this moment, my only need was to surrender to receive.

I felt her smile against the curve of my breast as I relaxed further. Quinn’s breath ghosted across my skin, her tongue and lips tracing a slow, fiery path over the swell of my breast, winding me tighter, grounding me, undoing me all at once.

“Okay?” she breathed, her breath hot against my skin.

“Yes.” It came out on a sigh, a yes I meant in a hundred different ways, none of them making any sense.

Without any light in the room, there was only my racing pulse and the careful way Quinn’s lips mapped me, learning what made me press into her, what made my breath catch. The pressure of her mouth held, released, then held again, making me moan with the need for more of everything. She murmured something I didn’t quite catch just before she nipped lightly at my nipple, and my body answered before my mind could follow. Every sense reached for her, her warmth, the steady rhythm of her breathing, the teasing drag of her teeth across my sensitive skin, as if she understood what I needed before I did.

The heat in my center continued to build quietly, like a held breath. I placed my hand on the back of her head, keeping her there, as I gripped the sheet tightly with my other hand. Her tongue moved slowly around and across my hardened nipple before she slipped from my hold and traced a hot path down my body. She paused there, just long enough to make me ache, then flicked her tongue a few times over my pulsing center.

The world thinned to a thread and then, like a knot pulled free, everything opened inside me as warmth washed through my body in a shivering wave. It carried a sweetness I had never experienced before, soft and unexpected.

When everything settled again, Quinn’s head rested against my shoulder, her breathing slowly syncing with mine. I kept my eyes closed, afraid that moving might break whatever spell had just been cast. The only thing that existed was the soft, steady pulse of her beside me and the unfamiliar peace that followed.

“Good morning,” she breathed against my skin.

“Yeah. It is.” I chuckled helplessly. “Oh my god. What just happened?”

“Darlin, if you don’t know what just happened, I don’t know how I can possibly help you.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Of course, I know what just happened. I meant, how did it happen?”

“How?”

“Without stimulation.”

“Ah, you seemed pretty stimulated to me,” Quinn said, her tone quietly smug.

“Stop.” I nudged her playfully. “You know what I mean. I’ve never gotten off from someone focusing on my breasts. Without touching me.”

Quinn snuggled in closer, then pressed a small kiss to the side of my neck. “So, what I’m hearing is I was your first.”

“Yeah,” I said, still a little dazed. “I guess you were.”

I lay there for a moment, staring into the dim room, trying to reconcile what had just happened with the fact that I barely knew the woman beside me. It felt surreal, like my body had made a decision my mind hadn’t caught up to yet.

“What time is it?” I asked, still a little breathless.

“Last I looked, it was 9:30 a.m.”

“Wow. I didn’t mean to sleep so late.” I shifted slightly. “I’m sure you probably have plans with your friends. Just give me a minute to get my bearings, then I’ll get out of your hair.”

“You’re fine,” she said easily. “I texted Jules a bit ago. They’re packing up to head to the airport in a couple of hours.”

“If they’re all leaving today, why are you waiting until tomorrow?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“I wasn’t in a hurry to get home,” Quinn said as she fluffed the pillow and leaned back against the headboard. “Since this was my first time in Vegas, I decided to stay an extra day. Kick around a bit.”

“This is my first time here, too.” I looked up at the ceiling for a second. “I’m not even sure why I decided to come. I guess it was the first place I thought of that felt completely different from where I was supposed to be today.”

“Ah,” she said softly, reaching for my hand. “And where were you supposed to be?”

“Certainly not in some stranger’s bed,” I replied, huffing out a dry laugh. “That’s for sure.”

“Okay,” she said lightly. “I get it. Real-life topics are off the table.”

Quinn was quiet for a minute, then nudged me with her shoulder. “Hey, I have an idea. Since we’re both here for another day, and neither of us has been to Vegas before, why don’t we spend the day together? We can walk around, check out the other hotels, do a little shopping, and grab dinner at a nice restaurant. You know, do the whole tourist thing.”

The suggestion caught me off guard for a couple of reasons. First, because she had asked. And second, because I found myself wanting to say yes.

“Yeah, we could do that. But I have one stipulation,” I said, keeping my tone calm, not wanting to sound too excited about spending the day with her.

“If you’re about to suggest we get matching tattoos, I’m totally down.”

I laughed. “No to matching tattoos. But I also don’t want to drink my way up and down the Strip.”

“I agree to your terms.” She smiled. “Want to meet downstairs around one? We can pick a place for lunch and go from there.”

“Sounds great. Now I need to find the energy to drag myself out of this bed and get dressed.”

Quinn leaned over the edge of the bed, then popped back up, dangling a purple bra from her fingertips. “You’ll probably need this.”

I chuckled as I snatched it from her hand. “Thanks. Wouldn’t want to lose it. It’s one of my favorites.”

She smiled. “I liked it better on the floor, but you do you.”

I hugged my long-sleeved shirt tighter around me as we stepped into the softly lit passage and I looked up to see mistletoe wreaths arching over the walkways, strings of fairy-light garlands weaving between the faux Venetian rooftops. Even the painted sky above was tinted with a softer glow, as if nudged toward winter warmth.

The indoor canal felt a little warmer than the corridors outside, but not by much. When I imagined a trip to Vegas, I pictured heat. Warm days and nights. It was the desert, after all. I hadn’t expected fifty-five degrees.

The gondolier, in his striped shirt, helped me into the boat first, then turned to Quinn, who somehow made climbing into a fake canal look like a photo shoot. She wore black jeans and a red flannel that gaped just enough to flash a hint of skin, and for a second, I forgot how legs worked.

She caught me looking and smirked. I turned away, suddenly very interested in literally anything else, and completely embarrassed I had been so easily busted.

Quinn settled beside me in the gondola, tugging the lap blanket over both our knees. The gondolier gave us a gentle push, and we drifted into the current. We were alone in our boat, though another gondola floated just ahead of us.

I watched the couple in front of us lean in for a kiss. Quinn followed my glance, her mouth tipping into a knowing smile. “Guess that’s part of the experience,” she said softly.

“Pretty sure that costs extra,” I replied, keeping my voice light.

She chuckled, low and warm. “Maybe we should’ve paid extra.”

Her tone was teasing, but there was something underneath it that made my breath catch for half a second. She glanced over, her cheeks flushed pink in the cool air.

“Still cold?” she asked, tugging the small blanket farther my way.

“Just a little,” I said as Quinn settled closer, her shoulder brushing mine, just enough to remind me she was there.

The low hum of holiday music floated from the shops on either side, punctuated by the click of heels and the muffled chatter of tourists drifting past. The water was too blue to be real, but that was the point. Vegas didn’t care about real. It just wanted to look good doing it.

The canal wound past painted storefronts and arched bridges, everything sparkling with fake daylight and strings of white lights pretending to be stars. Somewhere above us, Christmas music blended with the gondolier’s rendition of “O Sole Mio,” lightly threaded with a festive jingle because why not. His voice carried easily, rounding corners, echoing under painted bridges, mixing with the glow of holiday lights.

I watched Quinn’s expression soften, a half smile forming as she took it all in.

It should’ve been ridiculous. But sitting there under all that over-the-top romance, with Quinn’s knee brushing mine and her gaze held just a second too long, I felt something stir that had nothing to do with Vegas and nothing I wanted to examine too closely.

I glanced around. “This is a little cheesy,” I said, my tone joking, though there was an edge to it.

She laughed quietly. “Cheesy never hurt anybody.” Her fingers brushed my hand as she tucked the blanket farther over us, the contact lingering just long enough to make my pulse flicker as my body remembered how she’d held my hand earlier that morning.

She tipped her head back, looking up at the painted ceiling. “Think they ever turn the sky off?”

“Only when they’re cleaning the illusion.”

“Guess that’s how they sell it.” Her mouth curved into a slow, easy smile.

My pulse picked up as I watched her lips. For someone I barely knew, she was having far too much of an effect on me, and I didn’t know what to do with that.

All too soon, the gondola slowed toward the dock. The ride had only lasted ten minutes or so, and I swallowed the sudden regret that it was ending. When it bumped lightly against the wood, Quinn stood and offered me her hand. I didn’t have to take it, but I did.

Her palm was warm, her grip easy, confident. For a split second, I wondered what her real name was. Then I decided it didn’t matter. Not today. This wasn’t real life anyway. It was all an illusion, just like the painted sky above.

Outside the canal area, the air felt cooler again, scented with cinnamon from one of the holiday pop-up stands. Quinn slowed at a souvenir shop, her attention snagging on a display of bright rubber ducks dressed like Elvis, showgirls, and poker dealers.

“Oh, hell yes,” she said, plucking one with sunglasses and a tiny Las Vegas logo across its chest.

“You collect those?” I asked, amused.

“Jeep thing,” she said. “Duck a Jeep, make someone’s day.” She tossed me a grin. “Keeps the universe balanced. Now I need to find a new hoodie. Something that whispers Las Vegas.”

I shook my head, smiling despite myself.

While she searched for a hoodie, I wandered to a rack of shirts. A soft gray one with the words Viva Las Vegas cracked and faded just enough to look vintage caught my eye. I told myself it was practical, but it felt more like a keepsake.

When I turned back, Quinn was holding something behind her back. “Got you a souvenir,” she said, putting on a show of coyness.

I raised a brow. “You’re supposed to let me buy my own bad decisions.”

“Too late.” She produced a small plush pink flamingo, its legs dangling from her hand. “Every trip needs one questionable purchase. This one’s yours.”

It was ridiculous and perfect. “I’ll treasure it always,” I said, though my voice came out softer than I meant.

For a moment, neither of us said anything. Just the sound of shoppers drifting past, the faint echo of the gondolier’s song lingering behind us.

Then Quinn nodded toward the exit. “Come on, Jasmine. Let’s head back to the hotel, freshen up, and change clothes. I got us an early dinner reservation at Hell’s Kitchen.”

Back in my room, I caught my reflection in the mirror and froze. The T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers from earlier were gone, replaced by boots and a simple black dress I had shoved into my suitcase for no real reason. Apparently, this was the reason. I ran a brush through my hair, added a swipe of mascara, and tried not to look like someone who was already overthinking everything.

This wasn’t a date. Just dinner with a woman I barely knew.

Still, when I stepped into the lobby and saw her leaning against a marble pillar in a black button-up and jeans that looked unfairly good, my brain short-circuited a little. She smiled, slow and easy, like she had been expecting me.

“Wow,” she said. “Guess I should’ve dressed up more.”

“You’re fine,” I said quickly. “It’s not a date.”

Her grin widened. “Good. I’m terrible at those.”

The walk to Hell’s Kitchen took less than ten minutes. Inside, the scent of seared steak and rosemary filled the air. The restaurant glowed with warm light and polished edges, fire elements flickering behind glass as servers moved in practiced sync.

We were seated near the open kitchen, close enough to hear the rhythmic chaos of pans clattering and chefs calling out orders. Quinn ordered a glass of red. I went with sparkling water, still committed to my no-drinking rule.

“You’re really not drinking?” she asked, swirling her wine.

“Not tonight,” I said. “I fly home tomorrow and don’t want to feel terrible.”

She lifted her glass slightly. “Then I’ll drink responsibly for both of us.”

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop smiling. “You’re impossible.”

“Not true. I’m actually very possible. Highly possible, some might say.” Her voice dipped lower, and my stomach flipped in a good way.

The conversation danced between teasing and half-told stories, revealing just enough to feel intentional, like breadcrumbs leading somewhere I knew I wouldn’t get to follow.

By the time dessert arrived, I had stopped pretending I wasn’t flirting back. The easy banter had slowed into something warmer, each glance lingering a heartbeat too long, each brush of her hand across the table sending a quiet ripple through me.

When we finally stepped outside, the desert air hit cool and sharp. The Strip pulsed around us, neon reflecting off car roofs, music spilling in from every direction.

Quinn glanced toward the Bellagio Fountains. “Come on,” she said. “We can’t leave Vegas without seeing the fountains.”

We found a spot along the railing just as Luck Be a Lady began to play. Water surged upward in perfect sync, the first spray cutting into the night air, sparkling as mist caught the colored beams and scattered them like fireworks.

A light December breeze slipped through my dress. Quinn noticed instantly. Without a word, she draped her arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. The warmth of her body pressed against mine, and for a moment, I forgot myself. I rested my cheek against her shoulder, breathing in her faint scent, something soft and familiar that made me feel dangerously at ease.

The medley shifted, the tempo slowing. By the time Con Te Partido began, the crowd had gone still, watching the water rise and twist in graceful arcs. The song’s melancholy ache carried across the pool, all that beauty choreographed to heartbreak. When the final notes faded, we were both transfixed.

Quinn leaned close to my ear. “You ever get tired of pretending things that are really beautiful don’t get to you?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But sometimes pretending is easier. Depends on who’s asking.”

She looked at me then. Really looked. The air between us shifted, my pulse picking up, matching the rhythm of the water as it fell back into the pool. Her lips curved just slightly, like she’d heard more in my answer than I meant to say.

The walk back to the Flamingo hotel was quiet, punctuated by the soft echo of our footsteps and the low hum of the Strip. I kept stealing glances at her, each one met with that confident, teasing smile that made my stomach twist in ways I didn’t want to name.

By the time we reached the lobby, the air was warmer indoors, but the tension didn’t fade. In the elevator, we stood side by side, the mirrored walls catching us in fragments. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was charged with things neither of us was saying. Each blinking floor number felt like a countdown I didn’t want to end.

Finally, we reached Quinn’s floor. She lifted her hand, stopping the doors, and glanced over at me. “You could come back to my room,” she said, her voice low and easy.

I looked at her, brow lifting as I tried to read between the lines of what she meant.

She smirked. “We can just lie in bed, watch a movie, and talk about whatever pops into our heads. Or we can sit in the dark and watch that Sphere thing change scenes.”

I felt the pull between wanting to resist and wanting to surrender. After a second, I nodded. “Okay.”

As we stepped out of the elevator, her hand brushed mine. Just a light touch, but it carried a weight that followed me down the hall, all the way to her room.

She closed the door, then turned, her eyes flicking over mine with that same playful confidence that had been teasing me all day.

“Make yourself comfortable,” she said, gesturing toward the neatly made bed.

I sat at the edge. “You really didn’t have to…” I started, then stopped myself. “Never mind. I mean, thanks for suggesting this.”

“For what? Hanging out a little longer.” She grinned and settled beside me, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from her. “I think it’s nice. No expectations. No pressure.”

I watched her, a little mesmerized by how relaxed she seemed to be. “I know I’ve already said this, but I feel like I need to say it again. I don’t usually do things like this.”

“Good to know,” she said, her tone teasing, though something underneath suggested she meant it.

We shifted, settling so our legs nearly touched. I could feel the warmth of her jeans against my bare leg, the subtle curve of her body angled toward mine. The space between us felt electric in a way that had nothing to do with urgency and everything to do with patience, the kind that made every glance and every accidental brush of hands feel magnified.

Minutes passed. The room stayed dark except for the Sphere’s soft glow, shifting color across the walls. The air hummed quietly. Our conversation came in fits and starts, light teasing mixed with random observations and small personal stories.

At one point, her hand brushed mine, lightly, accidentally on purpose. I didn’t pull away. The contact lingered, warm and grounding, and I realized I didn’t want to.

“You’re really easy to be around,” I said finally, my voice quieter than I expected.

She smiled, her eyes softening. “That’s probably the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in a long time.”

We fell into silence again, watching the Sphere cycle through colors and images. Nothing needed to happen, yet everything felt suspended on the edge of possibility. And for the first time in a long while, I felt calm. Safe. Curious.

I turned slightly on the bed, unaware of how close Quinn had been until I was suddenly staring straight into her eyes. She leaned in just a fraction, then stopped, hovering inches from my lips.

“Is this… okay?” she asked quietly, her gaze searching mine.

I blinked, caught off guard by how careful she was, by how genuine the question felt.

“I mean,” she continued, her voice low, soft but steady, “I know the last couple of nights were… well. Alcohol was involved. Inhibitions gone. So, if you don’t want to be physical, I get it.”

I swallowed, suddenly aware of how much I wanted this, but not in the same way as before. I wanted it to be different. Cleaner, intentional, and sober.

She gave a small, nervous laugh, brushing her thumb lightly along my hand. “But I have to say, I’ve really enjoyed today. You’re… incredible.” Her thumb stilled. “And I really want to be with you.”

Her words were steady, honest, and raw, and the rush I felt was something I could own, not something blurred by too many drinks or bad impulses. I searched her eyes for any hint of jest. There wasn’t one. Just her. Present. Open. Patient.

“I want that too,” I whispered, my voice shaking just enough to give me away.

She smiled, relief softening her features. “Good,” she murmured, tracing a fingertip along my jaw. The touch was electric, teasing and careful, igniting something I couldn’t ignore.

Quinn’s hand slid to rest lightly at my waist, her fingers brushing the curve of my hip. She leaned in, lips grazing my temple, and whispered, “You have no idea what you do to me.”

I laughed softly, a little breathless as I tried to steady myself. “I think I have some idea,” I said, my voice low.

Quinn tilted her head, eyes half-lidded, watching me like she was daring me to move. She brushed her nose against mine, her hand tightening just slightly at my waist. I didn’t pull away.

Her lips found mine slowly. A kiss that started soft and teasing, then deepened just enough to promise more. Every brush of skin, every quiet sigh, every pass of fingers along my arm or waist carried its own heat, an unspoken promise shaped by shared restraint.

When we finally parted for air, she rested her forehead against mine, her breath uneven. “This is good,” she murmured. “Nothing forced. Nothing rushed. Just us.”

I nodded, my heart hammering, my body alive with every lingering touch. “Exactly,” I said, and I meant it.

We stayed close, foreheads pressed together, our breath mingling in the dim glow from the sphere. My heart raced, every nerve alive, the warmth of her body seeping through the fabric of her shirt.

She leaned in and kissed me again, slow at first, teasing and deliberate, then sharpening into something needful enough to steal my breath. I responded without thinking, my hands sliding into her hair, tracing the slope of her back, taking her in as if I needed to remember every curve.

Every kiss, every brush of skin against skin, was urgent, desperate, a wordless conversation. Quinn’s lips moved over mine with a confidence that both terrified and thrilled me. I pressed closer, wrapping my arms around her, feeling her heat, her heartbeat against my cheek, letting it anchor me in a way I hadn’t expected.

Our bodies shifted instinctively, hands roaming, closing distance, urgency building with every breath and sigh. The room filled with our shared heat as the world outside fell away, the Strip, Vegas, even the versions of ourselves we had been carrying all day, until there was only this. Only us, tangled together, fully lost in the moment.

Her lips found mine again, urgent and hungry, and I responded without thought, leaning into her weight, into her heat. Every brush of her skin against mine sent sparks racing, every whisper of her breath at my neck igniting something reckless in my chest. Our bodies moved together in instinctive rhythm, closing the space between us, hands roaming, teasing, coaxing every gasp and shiver from the other.

She pressed against me, hips rolling, lips trailing along my jaw and collarbone, and I arched into her, my hands roaming over her back and along her sides. The sounds she made were soft but steady, vibrating through me, undoing any last thread of restraint I had left. I felt her grip tighten at my hips as we moved together, and the low sound she made in response sent heat coiling sharp and fast through my body.

Time collapsed. There was nothing but the slick press of skin, the brush of lips, her body against mine, tension winding tighter and tighter until it broke in a shared, shuddering climax that left us both trembling, hearts hammering, and breath ragged.

We ended up tangled together, foreheads pressed close, the glow of the outside lights washing over us in soft, shifting color. I rested my head against her chest, listening to her heartbeat gradually slow beneath my ear, her arms still wrapped around me, holding me there like she wasn’t ready to let go yet.

“God,” she whispered, her voice low and husky. “That… was…”

I smiled, tracing light patterns along her stomach. “I know,” I said softly.

I shifted slightly, looking up at her. “I wish I didn’t have to go,” I admitted, my voice catching. “I wish I could just stay in bed.”

Quinn’s eyes softened, her lips curving into that slow, careful smile. “I know,” she said quietly. “I don’t want you to go either. But real life calls. Tomorrow comes whether we like it or not.”

I nodded reluctantly. “I’m leaving for the airport at seven.”

Her hand found mine again, fingers threading with mine. “I’ll understand if you don’t have time,” she murmured. “Or if you would rather not. But could we meet downstairs before you go? Outside the bar where we met. I want to say goodbye properly.”

I smiled faintly, brushing my thumb along her knuckles. “Sure. We can do that. I’ll see you there.”

We stayed wrapped together a little longer. Neither of us seemed ready to let go. What had started as a fleeting escape was beginning to feel dangerous in a way I didn’t want to examine too closely. I wasn’t even supposed to be in Las Vegas, much less tangled up with a woman I barely knew, and my body still humming from her touch.


CHAPTER 4


I stepped off the elevator and turned toward the bar, the soft hum of slot machines greeting me like a reminder that Vegas never sleeps, it just recycles its sins every few hours. My bag bumped against my hip as I walked, and beneath the exhaustion, a pang of something I couldn’t quite name tugged at me, insistent and unwelcome.

I was glad to be heading home. God, I missed my bed. My real bed and my real life. And yet I was also… weirdly sad, which made zero sense. I barely knew Quinn. A few nights together, a handful of conversations, a little too much alcohol. That wasn’t knowing someone. It just felt like it.

I wove through the maze of slot machines and blinking lights, past a few early-morning gamblers with thousand-yard stares. Then I saw her across the room, leaning against the wall near the bar, head bent over her phone, a half-smile tugging at her mouth at whatever she was reading.

“Good morning,” I said as I walked up.

She looked up, and that smile went full-wattage. “Hey there. You all set to head to the airport?”

I slid my backpack off my shoulder and balanced it on my carry-on. “Yeah. Checked in and everything. Flight is on time.” I pushed my sleeves up, a nervous tic I wasn’t about to acknowledge.

“Oh, good. I still have to pack.” She reached out and tugged lightly at my wrist. “Okay, but what’s with the baby sweatbands? Do we need to talk about your vacation fashion choices?”

I laughed, already bracing for it. “They’re not sweatbands. They’re Sea-Bands. They help with motion sickness.”

She tilted her head. “Sea-Bands. Is that a real thing, or something you saw on TikTok for nervous fliers?”

“It’s real,” I said, flipping my wrist so she could see the little white button. “They press on a pressure point that helps with nausea. Turbulence and I don’t get along.”

“Baby sweatbands for the win,” she teased.

“They might not be cute, but they work.” I leaned against the wall beside her, close enough to catch the faint trace of her shampoo. “Anyway,” I added, the word doing more work than it should have, “it feels weird saying it, but… it was nice meeting you. I didn’t know what to expect coming here, and I’ve been surprised. In a good way.”

“It was nice meeting you, too,” she said softly. “And don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone you’re terrible at blackjack or that you make questionable choices in Vegas.”

“That’s comforting.” I checked my phone and sighed. “Okay, I better go. Take care of yourself.”

She caught my arm. “One last kiss before you go?” Her eyes were warm, unguarded. “Call it closing the door on an interesting trip.”

For a second, I froze. My logical brain started drafting a farewell speech about boundaries and common sense. My body didn’t care. Not when she was looking at me like that.

I stepped closer, into the space where her breath mingled with mine. “Just one,” I murmured.

Her hands slid to my waist, steady and sure, while mine came up to her shoulders, almost hesitant. The air between us felt charged, like a coin suspended mid-fall.

The first brush of her mouth against mine was soft, almost questioning. Then she tilted her head, deepening the kiss, and the room, the casino noise, all of it fell away. I felt that same spark from the first night, the one that had undone me before I had even known what it was.

For a few seconds, maybe longer, I let myself sink into it. The taste of her. The warmth. The dizzy, impossible sense that something about this should have lasted longer than a weekend.

Then she pulled back, her breath still brushing mine. “There,” she said quietly, her voice a little rough. “Door closed.”

I wanted to make a joke, but nothing came out. I just looked at her, memorizing the small crease near her left eye, the faint smear of my lipstick on her bottom lip.

“Right,” I finally managed, forcing a small smile. “Door closed.”

I picked up my backpack and reached for my carry-on, my fingers clumsy on the handle. She straightened and tucked her hands into her pockets, watching me with that unreadable expression that had hooked me from the start.

“Have a good flight, Jasmine.”

“Thanks,” I said. My voice sounded steadier than I felt. “You too. You should probably pack if you haven’t already.”

That earned a grin. “Yeah. Details.”

I took one last look at her, standing there in the dim corner, sunlight from the glass doors catching just enough to soften the lines of her face. Then I turned toward the exit.

Every step away felt heavier than it should have. By the time I reached the main doors, I had the uneasy sense that I was walking away from something that wasn’t finished with me yet.

The drive home felt longer than the flight. By the time I lugged my suitcase up the stairs, my body was running on caffeine and denial. The hallway smelled faintly of someone’s takeout, and the floral plug-in that one of my neighbors swore by. Everything was familiar, but already strange.

I unlocked the door, pushed it open, and stopped.

The apartment looked… wrong. Not messy. Not chaotic. The opposite. Too neat. Too still.

The coat rack by the door was empty. The framed print Caroline had insisted on hanging in the living room was gone, leaving behind a faint rectangle on the wall where the sun hadn’t touched. Even the air felt different, like she had taken it with her when she left.

The wheels of my suitcase bumped over the threshold, the sound echoing in the hallway. I dropped my keys on the counter. They landed with a clatter that should have been followed by a voice from somewhere inside, greeting me.

There was no voice, and the reminder stung.

Then I saw it. A single sheet of yellow legal paper on the island, held in place by the salt shaker. For a second, I didn’t move. I just stared at it, my pulse thudding in my ears.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t known this was coming. Caroline had warned me she would stop by while I was out of town.

I walked over and picked it up.

Sadie,

I wanted to clear out my things, and since you were out of town, it seemed like the easiest option. I thought it might be better for you to come home to a quiet apartment rather than having to watch me carry boxes out.

I’ll drop the keys through the slot in the mailbox on the way out. That felt more secure than leaving them on the counter. I took half of the dishes, the TV from the living room, my end table and chair, and the rest of my clothes and personal items.

I wish you the best.

Caroline

I stood there reading it again and again until the words blurred into loops and scratches. Caroline’s handwriting had always leaned a little to the right, like she was in a hurry to be done with whatever she was saying.

The silence in the apartment wasn’t peaceful. It had a pulse, a low vibration that pressed against my skin. I folded the note carefully and set it back on the counter. Then I looked around.

The empty spaces hit first. Missing books. Bare spots where picture frames used to hang. The glass vase we bought in Napa. The oversized chair she loved had left behind shallow indentations in the carpet, as if it had only just been lifted away.

Tears welled before I could stop them. I swiped at one, then another, but they kept coming, fast and hot. I leaned back against the wall and slid down until I was sitting on the floor in a heap.

I hadn’t cried since the morning I left for Vegas. Apparently, all I had done there was hit the pause button.

God, I should’ve seen it coming. There are always signs before a relationship ends. You just have to be willing to look. I hadn’t been. Or maybe I had and chose not to. It’s easier to plan a wedding than admit someone’s already planning their exit.

My eyes drifted to the blank space on the wall where the TV used to be. “How in the hell did she get that thing down?” I muttered, the words caught somewhere between disbelief and bitter humor.

A flicker of something on the dining table caught my attention. I pushed myself up just enough to reach it, turned it over, and felt my stomach twist. It was the photo of us from the weekend we got engaged. She had taken the frame and left the picture.

“Wow,” I said to the empty room. “I don’t even know how to feel about that.” My voice broke into something that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Should I cry? Or scream? Or throw something?”

I stared at the photo, my throat tight. “What the actual fuck, Caroline? Taking the frame and leaving the picture. That’s messed up.” I flung it a few feet away and watched it land face down.

My chest ached with grief, anger, guilt, exhaustion, all of it fighting for space. And underneath it all, a thin, treacherous thread of relief. As if some part of me had known this was coming, and had already started to let go.

I pushed to my feet and made my way to the sofa. The cushions gave under my weight as I collapsed face down, breathing into the pillow. Her perfume still lingered, like a ghost that didn’t realize it was gone. For a long while, I just lay there, letting the ache settle into the quiet.

Eventually, I peeled myself off the couch and went to shower. The water was hot enough to sting, but it felt good, something else to focus on besides the hollow in my chest. I stood under the spray until my fingers pruned, trying to wash away the last traces of Vegas, of Caroline, of everything that no longer made sense.

Afterward, I unpacked mechanically, putting clothes into the laundry hamper, toiletries back on the counter, and shoes lined up on the floor of the half-empty closet. When I unzipped the front pocket of my suitcase, something soft brushed my fingers. I pulled it out and stared.

The stuffed flamingo Quinn had bought me.

I stood there holding it, the absurdity of the thing pressing hard against the ache in my chest. Pink, ridiculous, and entirely out of place in my half-empty apartment.

“What the hell is my life?” I whispered. “I was supposed to be married, and instead I…”

The thought trailed off, unfinished, because there wasn’t a clean way to say it. No sentence made sense.

Everything I thought was solid had slipped out from under me faster than I could track. There was only me, standing in the middle of a space that no longer felt like home, holding a pink stuffed bird from a woman I met in Vegas.

I tossed the flamingo on the chair in the corner, where it looked even more ridiculous, then sank onto the edge of the bed. The apartment was quiet again. Too quiet.

And for the first time since I had walked through the door, it truly hit me that I didn’t know what came next.


CHAPTER 5


I tugged the heavy glass door open and stepped inside. The rush of warm air smelled faintly of floor wax, burnt coffee, and the ghosts of a thousand teenage perfumes. Winter break was over, and I was back at school, back in real clothes, and back to pretending I had my life together.

My boots squeaked faintly against the tile as I crossed the empty lobby. The building held that particular January chill no amount of heat could overcome, the kind that settled into your bones and refused to leave.

Tomorrow, the students would come flooding back, loud, messy, hormonal, and gloriously alive. Today it was just the teachers and administrators, each of us trying to look more rested and optimistic than we felt. The quiet was almost eerie. Too much order. Too much space for my thoughts to echo.

I pushed open the front office door and was immediately ambushed by the smell of chocolate chip cookies. “Ms. Betty? Are you back there?”

“Yes, I’m here. Hold on a minute,” her voice called from somewhere in the supply room.

“Take your time,” I said, already reaching for one of the cookies on the counter.

“Oh! Hello there, Sadie. How are you, sweet girl?” Ms. Betty said as she appeared, balancing a stack of notepads in her arms. She was one of those people who seemed to radiate kindness, like her body had forgotten how to do anything else.

I smiled, genuinely happy to see her. “Hi, Ms. Betty. Did you have a good holiday season?”

“I did! I got to see all three of my kids and all seven of my grandbabies. It was so nice having the whole family in one place.” She came out from behind the counter and spread her arms wide. “I’ve missed your sweet smile. Come give me a hug.”

I stepped into her arms, letting her warmth linger a second longer than necessary. “I’ve missed you, too. I’m glad you had such a great time with your family.”

When she pulled back, she kept her hands gently on my arms, studying me the way only someone maternal and a little psychic could. “I’ve got a little time before I have to get everything set up,” she said. “Do you want to talk about what happened with Caroline? You know I’m always willing to lend an ear.”

I forced a smile that didn’t quite make it all the way to my eyes. “No, I’m okay. But thank you. Really. I’m in the process of returning the wedding gifts. I’ll bring yours in tomorrow.”

Ms. Betty waved a hand like I had said something ridiculous. “Honey, you keep it. Every woman needs a quality crockpot. Put it to good use and bring me some leftovers one day.”

I laughed softly, grateful for the gentle pivot. “Okay. I can do that. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, that smile of hers back in full bloom. She handed me a sheet of paper. “Here’s the itinerary for the day. You had better head over to the Commons. Principal Bartlett will be here soon. And take a couple more cookies for the road.”

“I don’t mind if I do,” I said, grabbing two more. “Have a good day, Ms. Betty.”

She winked. “You too, sweetheart. Not to speak out of turn, but here’s a little hard-earned wisdom. Sometimes starting over just means stirring things slower.”

I smiled again, but this time it caught somewhere in my throat. As I turned to leave, the weight of her words settled low in my stomach. Stirring things slower. God, if only it were that simple.

The hallway outside felt colder than before, or maybe that was just me. My reflection flickered faintly in the glass door. Professional clothes. Practiced smile. And underneath it all, the ache of something unfinished. I straightened my shoulders, balanced the cookies in one hand, and pushed open the next door.

The Commons, half cafeteria and half gathering space, was already buzzing. Two folding tables near the front overflowed with pastries, Styrofoam cups, and a couple of boxes of coffee. Clusters of teachers had already claimed spots at the round tables, chatting in small huddles that made it feel like high school all over again.

I spotted my people right away.

“Sadie!”

Lucette’s voice cut through the chatter. She waved from across the room, bracelets jangling as she motioned me over. Her hair was perfect, as always, soft curls framing her face, and her outfit screamed effortlessly put together.

Ty sat beside her, leaning back in his chair like the king of casual, nursing a cup of coffee and wearing that perpetual gym-coach smirk that had gotten him out of more trouble than good judgment ever would. His whistle still hung around his neck, even though there were no students in sight.

“Morning, Warren!” he called. “You look way too awake for this nonsense.”

“My soul is still asleep,” I said, sliding my backpack off my shoulder and dropping into the seat between them. “My body’s just here out of contractual obligation.”

Ty chuckled. “We were just talking about Bartlett’s pep talks. Place your bets now on how many times we’ll hear the phrase fresh start before the first PowerPoint slide?”

“Guaranteed,” I said. “Bonus points if he says student-centered learning or new year, new goals.”

Lucette held up a hand. “Double bonus if he makes us do icebreakers. I swear, if I have to tell a fun story about what I did over winter break like he made us do last year, I’m walking out.”

Ty snorted. “This in-service can’t be any worse than how I spent a huge chunk of my break. I was stuck in a gym full of eighth-graders who couldn’t dribble. One kid puked in the trash can when I made them run wind sprints because he was wildly out of shape. Winter camp. Never again.”

“Aw,” Lucette said sweetly. “You volunteered.”

He gave her a look. “I was tricked. They said it was low-key skills practice. Have you ever seen thirty hormonal middle schoolers in one gym? That’s not low-key. That’s Lord of the Flies.”

I laughed. “And yet you lived to tell the tale.”

“Barely,” he said, taking a massive bite of a bagel. “If I hear another kid call me bro, I’m going into witness protection.”

Lucette rolled her eyes. “You love it. You live for the chaos of sports.”

“Yeah, well, it’s starting to give me gray hair, and I’m way too young to go gray.”

I smiled, shaking my head as I popped another bite of cookie into my mouth.

Lucette sipped her coffee and leaned in. “You sure you’re doing okay, Sadie? I didn’t want to pry over break, but…”

“I’m fine,” I said automatically. Then, because that felt too thin, I added, “It was rough, but I’m getting there. I’ve learned carbs are an acceptable coping mechanism.”

Ty nodded solemnly. “Carbs never leave you.”

Lucette chuckled. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m correct,” he said. “Big difference.”

Their laughter blended into the general hum of the room as Principal Bartlett stepped up to the microphone. His voice boomed through the speakers. “Good morning, everyone! Welcome back. I hope you all had a restful break and are ready for a strong spring semester.”

A collective groan rippled through the crowd, half amusement, half despair.

Principal Bartlett cleared his throat into the microphone, the speakers responding with a soft pop of protest. “Before we dive into today’s sessions, I want to take a moment to introduce a new addition to our winning team of educators.”

Lucette muttered under her breath, “God, here comes the sales pitch,” and Ty smothered a laugh.

I took a sip of my coffee, barely listening. Bartlett loved a welcome-back speech. He had probably saved this one in a Word document titled Motivational Opening – Version Six.

“We are incredibly fortunate,” Bartlett went on, “to have found such a qualified replacement for Coach Brown. As most of you know, Coach Brown needed to step back for family reasons, and we all wish him the very best in his early retirement.”

A few murmurs of agreement drifted through the room.

Bartlett barreled on, energized. “Our new history teacher and head softball coach comes to us from a smaller high school in Arkansas, where she spent the last eleven years teaching and coaching. She played Division I softball, served eight years as an assistant coach, and the last three as head coach. Most recently, she took her team all the way to the state championship last season.”

Lucette leaned over and whispered, “So she’s a legit coach,” just loud enough for Ty to hear.

“Sounds like she might actually make the girls run laps,” Ty whispered back.

I smirked and took a sip of coffee, still not really registering any of it because none of it affected me.

Bartlett grinned, clearly pleased with himself. “She comes highly recommended, and we’re especially lucky that Coach Brown’s daughter happened to be college roommates with our new coach, which made our search an easy one.”

He glanced toward the back of the room and gestured. “Everyone, please join me in welcoming Coach Allison Quinnton.”

A chair scraped softly a few tables behind me. When I turned, my heart stopped.

Quinn.

She looked exactly the same and somehow completely different. That same quiet confidence. That lazy grin that lived somewhere between charming and dangerous.

She lifted her hand in a small wave. “Hi, everyone. Excited to be here.” Her voice was calm and steady, as if this were just another ordinary morning.

A few people called out greetings. I just sat there, frozen halfway through a breath I couldn’t seem to finish.

“You have got to be kidding me.” The words slipped out under my breath before I could stop them. I closed my eyes for half a second, like the dark might undo what I had just heard.

Lucette turned toward me, brow furrowed. “What was that? I didn’t catch it.”

I forced my face into something resembling composure. “Oh, nothing. Just… remembered something.”

She gave me a curious look, then let it go.

Ty leaned back in his chair, stretching until it creaked. “Hey, Sadie, if you’re not going to eat that, can I have it?”

“What?” My voice came out flat, like my brain had short-circuited mid-thought.

He pointed at the cookie sitting untouched in front of me. “That. The cookie. Are you going to eat it?”

I blinked at him, then sighed. “Knock yourself out.”

“Sweet.” He reached over and grabbed it before I could change my mind. “Ms. Betty’s chocolate chips are legendary. That woman could make a fortune if she started a cookie business.”

I watched, vaguely horrified, as he inhaled the entire thing in two bites. “You didn’t even taste it.”

He grinned. “Yes, I did. I just respected it too much to let it suffer.”

Lucette rolled her eyes. “Men.”

I managed to laugh, a laugh that felt like it belonged to someone else, then stared down at my coffee cup as if it might offer emergency counseling.

Everything around me blurred into a low hum as Principal Bartlett droned on about second-semester goals and reinvigorating the commitment to student achievement. His words floated somewhere above me, meaningless, while my brain replayed what had just happened.

Coach Allison Quinnton.

I could still hear her voice, calm and sure, like she hadn’t just detonated my carefully constructed recovery plan. I stared straight ahead, pretending to listen, pretending to breathe normally, pretending I hadn’t just watched the Vegas weekend I had sworn to forget walk right back into my life wearing a faculty ID.

Principal Bartlett finally wrapped up his motivational monologue. He clapped his hands together like we had just completed a trust fall exercise and passed with flying colors.

“All right, the next session starts in fifteen minutes. Use this time to reconnect and team build on your way there!”

Which was corporate-speak for go talk to each other, but not long enough to enjoy it.

Chairs scraped the floor as everyone stood. Ty pushed back from the table and stretched his full six-four frame, releasing a series of dramatic groans that sounded like a wounded moose.

Lucette side-eyed him. “Lord. Men and their death-rattle stretching.” She started walking, then turned back to look at me. “You coming?”

I gave a half-hearted smile and stood. “Yeah. I’m coming.”

I slung my backpack onto my shoulder just in time to catch movement in my peripheral vision. Principal Bartlett was heading straight toward us. And behind him, walking easily, hands in her pockets, was Allison Quinnton.

No time for escape. Of course.

“Hello there! How are we all doing this morning? Wonderful, I hope, as we charge into the new year!” Bartlett’s voice was in full Enthusiastic Administrator Mode.

We offered the required polite noises of acknowledgment.

“Coach Quinnton,” he said, turning to her, “this is our boys’ basketball coach, Coach Abbott.” He nodded at Ty. “I thought it would be helpful to introduce you two. Coach Abbott, would you mind showing Coach Quinnton around the athletic facilities? Office, weight room, softball fields, that sort of thing. She plans on hitting the ground running.”

Ty grabbed the whistle hanging around his neck and smiled. “Yeah, of course. I would be happy to show you around, Coach Quinnton. Welcome to the team.”

Quinn returned his smile with the same one I remembered from Vegas. Warm. Confident. Just a little dangerous. She reached out to shake Ty’s hand. “Thanks. And please, call me Quinn. That’s what all my friends call me.”

She was wearing jeans and a black quarter-zip athletic top. Nothing fancy. Nothing deliberate. And yet somehow she looked almost as devastating as she had the night we met.

Then she turned to Lucette and offered her a handshake. “Hi. I’m Allison Quinnton. But really, Quinn.”

Lucette lit up. “Lucette Jones. English department. Welcome.”

And then it was my turn. Of course it was.

Quinn looked at me, her eyes flickering with recognition, humor, and something I silently begged her not to name.

She stepped half a foot closer, her voice light, teasing. “You look just like someone I met once. Is your name… Jasmine?”

My stomach dropped. I coughed because apparently my body had forgotten how breathing worked. “No, sorry. Not me. Must have a twin out there somewhere.”

Quinn laughed softly, the sound low and warm. “Yeah, well. The resemblance is uncanny. Guess that’s what they call a… doppelgänger.”

“Right. Doppelgänger.” My voice somehow managed to stay steady while internally I was dying. I shifted my backpack and took her outstretched hand. “I’m Sadie Warren. Good to meet you, Coach Quinnton. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should head out. Don’t want to be late to the next session.”

Quinn released my hand slowly. “Of course. Wouldn’t want to keep you. Pleasure, Sadie.”

The way her voice wrapped around my name made my pulse quicken, but I ignored the reaction, turned, and walked away before I unraveled right there in front of everyone.

“Sadie!” Lucette hustled to catch up. “Girl, slow down. I know you’re not sprinting to the Perfection in Planning session. Planning is literally your kink.”

I stopped at the table where the coffee was. I grabbed a new cup and drowned it in creamer. “Just needed caffeine.”

“I’ll take a hit too.” Lucette poured herself a cup. Then she leaned in, stage-whispering like we weren’t in a room full of people. “Okay, I’m going to say it, Coach Quinnton is one fine specimen of a woman. If I weren’t straight and married…”

I snorted. “I didn’t really notice.”

Lucette stopped mid-pour. “Do not lie to me. I saw your face when she stood up.”

“Lucette.” I kept my voice low. “She’s not my type. I’m into bigger-than-life blondes. And also, I’m recently dumped and barely functioning.”

Her teasing softened. “Right. Sorry. I still can’t believe Caroline did that.”

I stared into my coffee. “She packed up while I was out of town. Left a note saying she thought that would be easier. Took the big TV and a few other things.”

Lucette blinked. “Cold. Bitch.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

She reached out and squeezed my arm. “She never deserved you. One day someone’s going to show up who actually does, and you’ll be grateful that Caroline and her big-ass television are ancient history.”

I smiled, small but real. “I hope you’re right.”

“I am.” She smiled back. “Come on. Let’s go listen to someone lie to us about how the perfect planning technique allows for the perfect work-life balance.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Lead the way.”

Just as I had been doing since around nine that morning, I avoided any and all thoughts of Quinn as I stepped out of the shower. I dried off and went through my nighttime routine on autopilot, the same products, the same order, muscle memory doing the heavy lifting.

I padded into the bedroom, pulled the first T-shirt I found from the dresser, tugged it over my head, then stepped into my underwear. I crossed the room and flipped off the lamp, letting the darkness settle in like a mercy.

I stood in the darkness of my bedroom, blew out a long breath, and closed my eyes. “What in the hell is my life right now?” I muttered. “Getting under someone new is supposed to help you get over someone. That’s the rule. Not end up with that someone new following me the fuck home.”

My throat tightened as I crossed the room and dropped into the chair in the corner, the cushions exhaling beneath my weight. As I reached back to adjust the pillow, my fingers brushed something soft.

I froze. Then I pulled it out. The flamingo. The ridiculous pink Las Vegas flamingo Quinn had given me.

“You have got to be kidding me! I can’t catch a freaking break!”

I started laughing like a crazy person. Then the laugh cracked, and kept cracking, until I was laughing and crying and choking on both, all while clutching the stupid flamingo to my chest. That weekend was supposed to be contained. Sealed off. A glittery, messy box of bad decisions and temporary escape.

I wiped the wetness from my cheeks and swiped at my nose, then held the flamingo up. “You, my friend, just triggered the hell out of me. Guess that means you need a name. How do you feel about Pinko? Yeah, never mind. I don’t care what you think. That’s your name now.”

By the time I made it to bed, I was wrung out. I pulled the covers up and curled onto my side, Pinko tucked against my chest because apparently this is who I am now. Someone who self-soothes with a plush bird from a questionable weekend.

I focused on that. One thing. One anchor. Anything to keep my brain from wandering.

I failed miserably.

Caroline’s face surfaced first. The way she looked when she told me she loved me. Then, the way she didn’t look at me when she said she didn’t want to marry me. Same woman. Two completely different moments. Her leaving still felt like a bruise I kept bumping into, sharp and breath-stealing every time.

I could see the empty space where her clothes used to hang in the closet. The side of the bed that had been hers. I swallowed hard, ignoring the burn behind my eyes.

Then, without my consent, memories of Las Vegas flickered through my mind. The absolute freedom of not having to think about anything real. Flashes of heat. The weight of her hand on my back. Warm breath against my neck.

I squeezed my eyes shut, willing it all away. But memories can be cruel. They show up whether you invite them or not, especially when you’re trying hardest to ignore them.

I had been wanted for seventy-two hours without consequence.

Now the consequences of that long weekend were here, embedded in my real life, walking the halls of my school, wearing jeans that hugged hips I remembered far too vividly.

I pressed Pinko’s velvety softness against my cheek as I inhaled slowly. He smelled like laundry detergent and a hint of plastic. Mostly, he reminded me of a secret I didn’t mean to keep.

I exhaled sharply. “It was one weekend,” I whispered into the dark. “ONE!”

Eventually, exhaustion did what logic couldn’t, and my breathing slowed, my muscles unclenched, and I let the dark have me.


CHAPTER 6


I pushed the door to the teacher’s lounge open and stepped inside. Empty, thank God.

I wanted five quiet minutes with bad coffee before a hundred and fifty teenagers tried to convince me commas were a social construct. I dropped my backpack on the table as I crossed the room toward the coffee maker. The carafe held a fresh pot, still steaming.

Bless whoever did that because caffeine was not optional this morning. I unscrewed the lid on my travel mug, poured in a generous amount of creamer, tore open a couple of packets of sweetener, and filled it to the brim. The first week after a long break always sucker-punched me. Never mind the rest of my life.

“Hello, Jasmine. Oh. Sorry. I mean, Sadie. How are you on this beautiful Friday morning, Sadie?”

I recognized her smooth voice immediately. My stomach did a neat little sink-and-flutter, just like it had in Vegas the first time I heard her speak. I turned to find Quinn leaning against the counter. Her school ID swung from a royal blue lanyard, a tiny softball charm pinned to the corner, as if she belonged here.

“Good morning, Coach Quinnton,” I said, giving her my best, and also completely fake, smile. “How’s your first week as an Evanswood Red Dragon?”

“Interesting,” she said, nodding casually.

I reached for my backpack, but Quinn’s hand brushed against my arm, stopping me.

“Hey. Listen. I realize my showing up here is unexpected.” Her mouth tipped into a slight grin. “I was surprised, too.”

“Oh, I doubt that.” I scoffed. “You don’t strike me as the type who gets surprised,” I added too fast, heat climbing up my neck. “Whatever that was in Vegas. That’s not… that’s not regular me.”

“Sure,” she said lightly. “You were being irregular.” She pursed her lips, squinting like she was working through a really hard math problem. “Fascinating.”

Against my will, I smiled. “Hardly. I’m actually very boring.”

Quinn chuckled. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I found you to be pretty fun to be around. Boring people don’t rename themselves in bars or quote poetry at two in the morning. But okay. Boring. Duly noted.”

She straightened, her palms open. “Look, we can both agree this is weird. How about we get dinner tonight and laugh about it?”

“Ah, no, thank you.” I reached for my backpack again. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go.”

Quinn laid a hand on my arm. “Sadie, please. Just hold on a minute.” Her tone softened. “I propose we hit the reset button.”

She offered a small, genuine smile. “Hi. I’m Allison Quinnton. I’m the new history teacher and softball coach.”

Totally caught off guard, I just stared at her. A memory of her naked body sliding against mine flashed through my mind, uninvited and vivid.

Quinn leaned closer, lowering her voice. “I’m not trying to get you into bed. I swear.”

“I didn’t think you were.”

“Sure, you did,” she said, her smile widening.

“Okay. You’re right. I did,” I admitted, with a smirk.

“I’m being serious.” Quinn held out her hand. “We can act like it never happened. Hi. I’m Allison Quinnton. I’m the new history teacher and softball coach. My friends call me Quinn.”

I set my cup down and took her hand, because refusing would have been weirder. “Sadie Warren. I teach English. On rare occasions, I’ve been known to go by Jasmine.” I managed to keep a straight face.

Her grip was warm and brief. “Nice to meet you officially.”

“Likewise.” I reclaimed my coffee like a shield. “I should go. First block has the energy of a feral podcast.”

Quinn laughed. “Sadie, it’s very nice to meet you. I look forward to working with you.”

She started to turn back toward the counter, then paused. “Seriously, though. Any chance you want to grab dinner tonight?” She lifted her hands. “Just as friends. I’m new in town, don’t know anyone, and I would rather not spend another evening staring at an empty apartment.”

“Empty?”

“Yeah. The moving truck with all my furniture and the rest of the boxes shows up in the morning, so my place is a little bleak at the moment.”

I thought about it for a second and realized that having dinner with Quinn sounded… fun, which was probably something I should examine later.

“Just friends?” I asked.

“I’m not looking for anything else.”

“Okay. Sure.” I handed her my phone. “Give me your number, and I’ll text you a place and time. Burgers good with you?”

“Burgers sound great.”

The place I picked had a neon burger in the window, cracked vinyl booths, and a chalkboard menu that listed “FRYS.” Since they came in a red plastic basket, I was willing to forgive the atrocious misspelling.

Quinn walked in right on time. Easy smile. No show. She spotted me and gave a small wave, like we did this dinner thing all the time.

“Good pick,” she said, sliding into the booth across from me. “I like places that don’t pretend to be anything else.”

“Same,” I said. “The menu’s simple. Burger or… burger.”

The server set two sweating glasses of water on the table, then took our order for cheeseburgers and fries.

“I have to know,” I said. “How did you end up taking a job here of all places?” The question felt safe. Friend-safe.

Quinn huffed out a laugh. “Completely by accident, I promise. Coach Brown called a few months ago. Told me he was retiring and asked if I would be interested in moving here to take over the program. Principal Bartlett sounded competent on the phone. The pictures Coach sent of the field made it look like it could use a little love, but nothing unfixable. And the pay didn’t make me cry.”

She shrugged, one corner of her mouth tipping up. “It felt like a place where I could build something.”

“And the team?” I asked, curious what she thought of the girls I only knew from class.

“It has all the pieces,” she said. “Quick catcher. Shortstop sees the field. The pitcher is explosive on the mound, and a couple of the outfielders have cannons for arms. If I can get them moving as one, we’ll be fine.”

I nodded. “They’re… cliquish.”

“Yeah, I noticed that during our first team meeting and workout this afternoon,” she said. “Travel-ball girls over here. Freshmen over there. Infield won’t sit with the outfield. You can feel the fault lines.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Two weeks of strength training and running before we even step on the field.” She reached for her glass of water. “You would’ve thought I banned oxygen. The first baseman asked if running was optional cardio.”

I laughed. “That’s how I felt about running when I was in school. Who’s your most dramatic?”

“Today?” Quinn thought for a second. “I’ll go with the third baseman. When I said, ‘Let’s do a mile warm-up,’ she threw her head back and made direct eye contact with God. Then informed me she has delicate knees.”

“Delicacy is very on trend,” I deadpanned.

“You mentioned your furniture gets here in the morning,” I said, wiping a drop of mayonnaise off my hand. “Where are you living?”

“Not too far from here, actually. I’m at The Anchor,” she said. “It has a giant metal anchor out front that looks like it should be guarding a marina instead of an apartment complex.”

I blinked. “You’re at The Anchor?”

She looked up, surprised. “Yeah. Why?”

“That’s where I live,” I said. “Building B. Top floor.”

She laughed, the sound surprised and delighted, and I felt it under my ribs. “No way. I’m in Building C.”

“Oh my God,” I said. “We’re neighbors.”

“Close enough to borrow sugar,” she said. “Assuming either of us actually bakes.”

“I own sugar,” I said. “It’s mostly decorative unless I’m in the mood to bake cookies.”

We laughed, and I realized somewhere between the buzz of the neon sign and finding out we lived in the same complex that my shoulders had dropped.

Quinn wiped a dot of ketchup from her thumb with a napkin. “Furniture truck’s allegedly showing up at eight tomorrow.”

“You really okay doing all that solo?” I asked, then heard my own voice and added quickly, “I’m not volunteering. I’m more conversationally concerned.”

Her smile landed and stayed. “I’m okay. But it’s nice to be asked.”

I pretended to study my burger. “Consider yourself asked.”

“Consider me appreciative,” she said, and took a bite.

We ate for a minute in an easy silence that didn’t feel like a test. The server stopped by and topped off our water glasses.

Quinn tipped her head, studying me for a second. “You seem less on edge.”

“Do I?” I asked, then realized I did. My jaw wasn’t clenched. My hands weren’t white-knuckling my cup.

“Yeah,” she said lightly. “It’s the fries. Medicinal.”

“Obviously,” I said. “Doctor-ordered.”

She tapped the table once, a small, content rhythm. “Thanks for agreeing to have dinner. I didn’t want to spend my first Friday night here scrolling on my phone and staring at empty walls.”

“Thanks for suggesting it,” I said, and meant it.

The server dropped the check on the table, and Quinn immediately reached for it.

“I’ll get the next one,” I said before she could say anything noble.

“There’ll be a next one?” she asked. Not teasing. Just clarifying.

“As friends,” I said, because I needed the word out loud.

“As friends,” she echoed, easy as a breath. “Maybe someplace with booths that don’t squeak when you inhale.”

“Don’t slander my squeaky booths,” I said, and she grinned.

Outside, the neon flickered us into the chilly night. We walked to our cars side by side, companionable, and split at the curb.

“Good luck with the furniture delivery,” I said.

“Thanks.”

I clicked the button to unlock my door and caught her glance over the roof of her Jeep.

“Night, Ms. Warren.”

“Night, Coach.”

When I got home, I kicked off my shoes and set my keys on the counter. I noticed the quiet first. Not the empty kind. Just quiet. I poured a glass of water and leaned against the counter, taking a long drink. I didn’t feel the urge to fill the space with noise. My shoulders stayed down. That felt new enough to notice.


CHAPTER 7


The starkness of the winter day matched my mood perfectly. Even with my head down, the breeze stung. I tugged my fleece ear warmer lower and focused on the rhythm of my steps. Each exhale bloomed white in front of me, making me question my sanity for being here at all.

How anyone finds inner calm in freezing temperatures is beyond me. Day four of tracing the white lane line around the oval track, and I had yet to discover anything resembling a calm mind. If anything, the cold made me want to scream, which felt like the opposite of the point.

“Hey! Sadie, wait up!”

I looked over my shoulder to see Quinn jogging toward me. “Shouldn’t you be in the weight room with your team?”

“We’ve been doing morning workouts,” she said, easing into a walk at my side.

I gestured at the gray sky and the biting air. “Why are you out here in these stupid cold temperatures?”

She chuckled. “It’s not that bad if you know how to layer like a champ.” She lifted her hoodie, revealing two more layers underneath.

“Nice hoodie, by the way. Did you buy it in that souvenir store, the one where you found that hideous duck?”

Quinn smiled and ran a hand across the front of it. “I did. I liked how simple it was. Just an outline of the Vegas skyline. It’s become my go-to.”

She cupped her hands and blew warm air into them. “Anyway, I just finished dragging the field. Saw you down here and figured I would say hi.”

“Isn’t it too cold to be on the field?” I asked.

“No, not really. I’ve been on the field in everything from pouring rain to triple-digit heat to snow. Name it, and I’ve played or coached in it.”

“So, softball stops for, what, hurricanes only?”

She laughed. “Never thought of it like that, but yeah. I guess you’re right.”

She glanced at me. “What about you? Why are you out here? Are you a glutton for punishment?”

“No. And I’m already regretting it.” I huffed a breath. “A TikTok creator landed on my For You page, raving about how great walking is for stress relief. Supposed to boost your mood. Mine remains aggressively un-boosted.”

“Want to talk about the stress?” she asked. “Maybe somewhere warm that sells coffee.”

“I’ve got a couple more miles, then I’m going home to thaw.”

“Okay,” she said easily. “Then let’s talk while we walk.”

I shook my head. “I’m fine. But thanks.”

“Come on,” Quinn said, nudging my shoulder. “How are we supposed to become friends if we don’t talk about hard stuff while we develop frozen snot bubbles?”

Mortified, I slapped my hand over my nose. “Do I seriously have frozen snot?”

Quinn cracked up. “No. But thinking you did made you forget whatever’s bothering you.”

“You’re the worst,” I huffed, swatting at her arm.

She kept laughing as she sidestepped my hand. “Maybe. But I’m also right. Seriously, I’m a good listener. Lay it out there.”

I blew out a smoky breath and decided I might as well tell her. She was going to find out eventually anyway. “Fine. The short version is I was engaged, and my fiancé called off the wedding.”

Quinn’s hand landed on my sleeve, pulling me to a stop. “Wait.” Her expression shifted. “Are you telling me that when I met you in Vegas… that was right after she broke up with you?”

“Yep.”

“Oh, God, Sadie. I’m sorry.” Quinn squeezed my arm. “I basically dared you into drinking shots with me, and then we wound up in bed, and that whole time you were walking around with a broken heart.” Her grip tightened. “I owe you an apology. I’m really, really sorry for taking advantage like that.”

“Stop.” I lifted a hand. “You didn’t take advantage. I was a very willing participant.” I hooked my arm through hers and tugged us back into motion. “Come on. It’s too freaking cold to stand still.”

“Still,” she said quietly, “I am sorry.”

“The weekend I met you, I got to forget how sad my life was for a minute,” I said. “I had a lot of fun. Mostly because of you, Quinn.”

“And Jasmine,” she added. “Don’t forget Jasmine. That girl knows how to party.”

“Fair.” I smiled despite myself. “Jasmine gets partial custody of the chaos.”

We kept walking. The cold stung my lungs, a sensation that felt like both punishment and proof they were still working. I pressed my tongue to my back molar, a dumb habit I had picked up when I didn’t want to cry. I was so over all the tears.

“Enough about me,” I said. “Have you gotten everything unpacked and set up?”

“I have. Took the last of the boxes back to the U-Haul store last night. Since I had the evening free, I figured it was time to show the field a little love and get it ready for practice on Monday.”

I pictured the infield under frost. “How much love does a field really need before a bunch of girls in cleats run all over it?”

“Just enough to make her feel pretty,” she said. “She plays nicer when she’s loved.”

A laugh slipped out before I could stop it. “Noted.”

The wind swept across the track, and I turned my head so it wouldn’t hit me straight on. Hot coffee started to sound better by the second.

Quinn glanced over. “How many miles are you planning today?”

“Two more,” I said. “Unless I defect to the coffee shop.”

“I can drive you there, thaw your snotless nose, grab a quick coffee, then bring you back so you can finish your penance,” she suggested, hopeful.

I pretended to consider it. “You make a compelling case.”

“Let me try again.” She bumped my shoulder softly. “You, me, coffee. I’ll buy.”

I didn’t need the bribes. I needed the heat. And maybe another reason to laugh again. The kind that didn’t rattle my ribs.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s compromise. One more lap, then coffee. I know a place with a real wood-burning fireplace.”

“Deal,” she said, blowing warm air into her palms.

We found a rhythm that matched the squeak of our shoes. The sky was the same cold January gray, but something inside me tilted a degree warmer as we finished the lap. I didn’t quite understand where the feeling was coming from, and I wasn’t in the mood to question it.

“Okay,” I said, my breath ghosting. “Coffee time.”

She grinned like she had won a small game. We cut across the infield grass, then onto the rubber, then onto the gravel, and slid into her Wrangler. It smelled like clean laundry and winter.

Quinn cranked the heat and flipped the switch on the seat warmers. “Thaw protocol,” she said, with a wink.

The heat hit my face as soon as Quinn started the engine. I rubbed my hands together and held them up to the vent, watching the stiffness ease out of my fingers. Outside, the track looked flatter, harsher, like something I had already finished with for the day. I leaned back and let myself warm up without apologizing.

By the time we parked on the side street, the ache in my cheeks had dulled. Happy Grounds Coffee House sat in an old house with a wide front porch, dotted with a few small tables and chairs.

I pushed the door open. The bell jingled above us, and the smell of coffee wrapped around me almost immediately. My cheeks burned as the cold gave way, and I rolled my shoulders once, slowly. I hadn’t realized how tightly I had been holding myself together until I felt it ease.

The old wooden floors, mismatched chairs, and the pop of the fire created an immediate sense of warmth. It wasn’t sleek or modern like a Starbucks, and that was one of the things I loved most.

“This place is great,” Quinn said, taking it in. “I love that the owners kept the original brick fireplace. Exposed beams, too. I’m guessing early 1920s Craftsman.” She turned to me, grinning. “You can almost feel the history.”

I pointed toward the fireplace. “Grab those chairs, and I’ll order for us.”

“Nope. That wasn’t the deal. You grab the chairs, and I’ll get the coffee. Just tell me what you want.”

“Okay,” I said, nodding appreciatively. “Mocha latte. Add cinnamon. Light on the whipped cream.”

I walked to chairs over by the fire and dropped into one, my still-cold body grateful for the heat. I tipped my head back and closed my eyes, letting the smell of woodsmoke and coffee braid together.

Quinn came over a minute later, balancing two mugs and a small plate. “Mocha latte, dash of cinnamon, light whip,” she said. “And a regular coffee for me, because I’m a simple creature.” She tapped the plate. “Also, there was one lonely cinnamon roll left, and I didn’t have the heart to let it die alone.”

“Mercy purchase. Noble.” I wrapped my hands around the mug. “Thank you.” Heat curled up from the ceramic and into my fingers. “Coffee was a good call. I didn’t realize how cold I was.”

Quinn settled into an oversized crimson armchair and looked around as she sipped her coffee. We sat for a minute without trying to fill the silence. The fire snapped, and somewhere behind us, muffled conversation and the soft clink of a spoon against ceramic filled the air.

“I like this place,” she said, her gaze on the brick. “It reminds me of my grandparents’ house. Homey. Low-key. Now that I know it’s here, I’ll definitely be back.”

“I’m glad you like it. Caroline, my ex, thought it was blah and boring,” I said. “She said it needed better lighting. More glass. Something modern.” I shrugged. “I disagreed then, and I still do.”

Quinn nodded once, a quiet I hear you. “Then it wasn’t her kind of place,” she said. “But it’s yours. And that’s okay.”

I let the simple truth sink in, clean and steady, like a stone dropped into clear water.

“We were supposed to get married last month,” I said, because the rest of the story wanted out. “A week before the big day, she called it off. Said she couldn’t go through with it. Loved me but wanted more out of life.”

“I’m sorry,” Quinn said. “That’s tough.”

No fix offered. Just sorry, and that’s tough.

I stared into the fire until the tight spot behind my ribs eased again. “I keep thinking I’m fine, and then some stupid detail shows up, and I’m right back in it.”

“Yeah.” Quinn set her mug down, reaching for the plate. “Grief’s rude like that.”

She broke the cinnamon roll in the least efficient way possible, the knife scraping the plate, sugar flaking onto the wooden side table between us. Then she slid the bigger half toward me.

I reached for the gooey bite. “I sometimes come on Sunday mornings. Coffee and a book.”

“So, you’re a book nerd,” she said, grinning before popping a small bite into her mouth.

“Guilty. Classics, bestsellers, everything in between.” I took a sip and felt the warmth travel straight down. “See? Told you. Boring.”

Quinn gave a slight shake of her head. “I don’t know who told you that you’re boring, but they lied. You’re authentically you. And that, my new friend, is not boring.”

I lifted my mug again, mainly to give my hands something to do. The firelight flickered across her face, soft and golden, and my brain did an unhelpful thing. A memory of her lips hovering inches from mine flashed and was gone.

I shook my head, clearing it.

Quinn tipped her head. “What’s your biggest cringe?”

“My biggest cringe?” I asked. “Super random.”

“Eh. Everybody’s got one.”

I considered the question for a few seconds before answering. “Sitting down in a chair that’s still warm from the last person who sat in it.”

Quinn laughed softly. “Butt heat. Strong entry. Mine’s people blowing their nose in a restaurant.”

“Yes. Immediate appetite killer.” I settled deeper into the chair cushions as talking got easier. “At the meeting, Bartlett mentioned you played D1. I would’ve thought college coaching would be a natural jump. What made you choose high school?”

“I love history, and I love softball,” she said. “College coaching is a whole life. Recruiting, travel, fundraising, paperwork. Being at the high school level lets me teach and coach.” She shrugged. “And with younger players, you can actually see the light bulb flip on in real time. That part’s addictive.”

“You have decent bargaining skills,” I said. “Which I’m sure comes in handy with the younger players. I mean, you got me here drinking coffee instead of circling the track.”

“I do have mad bargaining skills,” she said, smirking. “Okay, tell me what your Sunday book lane looks like? All serious topics, or do you mix in something fun now and then?”

“I’m an equal-opportunity reader,” I said. “I’ll read one that makes my brain work, then one that lets it float. A classic, then balance it out with a quick romance.”

“My version of that is seasonal box scores and historical biographies,” she said. “I like the orderly shape of softball stats paired with reading about messy people and messy times.”

We fell quiet again, but not the awkward kind. The fire carried the responsibility of being interesting, so I didn’t have to.

“Tomorrow I’ll finish my laps,” I said after a minute. “Hold me to it.”

“Gladly,” she said. “Text me when you start, and I’ll send some tasteful heckling.”

Someone laughed near the counter as the fire popped, briefly cutting through the low hum of conversation. Silverware clinked behind us. The door opened, and a draft slid across the room, cold brushing my ankles before the warmth closed in again.

“Lightning round,” Quinn said. “Mountains or river?”

“River,” I said. “But I like a lot of trees surrounding the river.”

“Same,” she said. “Sunrise or night?”

“Sunrise. I like catching the day before it knows I’m there.”

I smiled into my cup. Talking like this felt easy. There was no edge, no performance.

“Do you have a morning playlist or is it quiet?” she asked.

“Quiet,” I said. “I listen for creaks and birds and whatever the wind’s doing.”

She nodded, as if that answered something about me she had been genuinely curious about. “I’m playlist. I like upbeat music that makes me want to move.” She paused, then smiled. “Okay, since we’re sitting in a coffeehouse, what’s a drink you’ll never order again, and why?”

“Peppermint mocha in July,” I said. “It felt like a seasonal conflict.”

“Mine was a lavender latte,” she said. “It tasted like drinking a pillow.”

I laughed. “Weird comparison, but I can kind of see it.”

We kept talking, laughter folding easily into conversation. Movies we had watched too many times. Shows we had abandoned halfway through. The strange coincidence that our birthdays landed a week apart. A brief exchange about the last election that ended without tension, which felt like a small miracle.

At some point, I realized I liked the woman sitting across from me. Not in the electric, reckless way Vegas had introduced us, but in a steadier, quieter way that surprised me. Quinn was turning out to be more than the sexy stranger I had hooked up with under neon lights. She was someone I could imagine becoming a real friend.

We finished our coffee and split the last bite of the cinnamon roll. When she stood and picked up the plate, I followed, causing the legs of my chair to scrape softly against the floor. It sounded like a house exhaling. I realized I might have been doing the same thing.

“At school next week,” she said at the door as the bell gave its tired jingle, “let’s try to meet up in the lounge for lunch. It’d get me out of my classroom and break up the day a little.”

“Sure,” I said. “We could do that.”

“Good.” She held the door open for me.

Winter met us with less bite than before. Or maybe the coffee had finally done its job.

As we walked toward her Wrangler, I glanced over. “Thanks for driving,” I said. “And for the thaw protocol. And the listening.”

“Low bar,” she said. “But you’re welcome.”

“It didn’t feel low.”

She didn’t touch that. She didn’t have to.


Chapter 8


Lucette slid her salad onto the table and dropped into the chair beside me. “I’ve been eating salads for lunch every day for the last five weeks. Girl, I’m turning into a rabbit. A chunky rabbit, but still a rabbit,” she said, laughing.

I rolled my eyes. “Please. You couldn’t look chunky if you tried.”

“Oh, trust me. Sweaters hide everything,” she said. “All the cookies and candy I ate over the holidays. Every year, I tell myself I’m going to practice moderation. And every year I start baking.” She shrugged. “So, it’s six weeks of tasty sweets, followed by six weeks of salads.”

“Well,” I said, “your buttered rum fudge and peppermint bark are worth the sacrifice.”

The door flew open, and I looked up to see Quinn walking in. Her face lit when she spotted me.

“Hey, friend.”

“Hey, Quinn. How’s it going?”

“Not bad for a Wednesday.” She crossed to the microwave and opened the door. “I made beef stew last night, so lunch is leftovers at my desk while I grade papers.”

“Take a break from the classroom and join us instead,” Lucette said, sliding her bag out of the chair beside her.

“I wouldn’t want to impose.” Quinn waved a hand like she meant it, but not really.

“Stop,” I said quickly. “You’re not imposing. Sit.”

Quinn glanced around, then smiled. “Okay, sure. But only if one of you can explain why the lounge has suddenly become infested with tiny pink and red hearts.”

Lucette chuckled. “Ummm, it’s February seventh. Why wouldn’t there be hearts everywhere?”

Quinn grabbed a plastic spoon and took the seat. “Oh. Right. Valentine’s Day.” She made a face. “I think I block out the aggressive red-heart portion of the month.”

Lucette stabbed the last few pieces of lettuce in her bowl. “There’s no special someone in your life reminding you to buy flowers, Coach Quinnton?”

Quinn shook her head. “No. I’m not dating anyone.” She glanced at Lucette. “What about you? Is there a Mr. Lucette?” She lifted the spoon toward her mouth, then stopped. “And please, call me Quinn. Or Coach. Either is better than Coach Quinnton.”

“There is a Mr. Lucette,” she said, beaming. “Thomas and I have been married for twenty-seven years. Three kids and one grandbaby.” She snapped the lid onto her empty container. “I adore the man, but if I didn’t draw a big red heart on the calendar, he would never remember to get my favorite chocolate.”

I chuckled. “Personally, I’m glad he always buys you the biggest box he can find. It forces you to bring it to work and share it with me. Otherwise, I would have to buy myself a box this year.”

Lucette stood and tossed a few things in the trash. “Caroline was an idiot.” She grabbed her bag, dropped the empty bowl inside, and slung it over her shoulder. “I’m sorry if it’s too soon for me to say this, but you can do so much better than her.”

I reached out and squeezed her hand. “It’s not too soon. And I’m starting to get to the point where I agree with you.”

Quinn cleared her throat. “For what it’s worth, I never met the woman, but it sounds like she has the IQ of a softball bat.” She shrugged, unapologetically.

Lucette barked out a laugh. “That’s funny.” She nodded toward Quinn. “Coach is a smart woman.” Then she turned back to us. “Alright, you two. Have a good afternoon. I’m going to walk the halls for a few minutes and pretend it counts as exercise.”

“See you later, Lucette.”

Quinn glanced at me. “Married that long, three kids… how old is she? Her skin is unreal.”

“She just turned forty-eight. And yes, it’s ridiculous.” I smiled. “She claims it’s DNA, but I’m convinced there’s a secret skincare routine she’s gatekeeping.”

“DNA like that is a flex,” Quinn said, impressed. She hesitated, just a fraction. “Hey, since neither of us has a significant other, want to do Valentine’s with me?”

“Sure,” I said, nodding.

The word landed easier than it should have. The small, unexpected lift in my chest was better left alone.

•••••••

We went Valentine’s Day dinner at the diner, and the place was leaning obnoxiously hard into red and pink hearts. Paper hearts taped to the windows. Heart-shaped balloons drooping from the ceiling. It was so aggressively festive that my burger arrived with a ridiculous heart on a toothpick stabbed straight through the middle.

Quinn plucked the red heart from her burger and flicked it onto the table like she was disarming a threat. “I’m glad we did this,” she said, grabbing her bacon cheeseburger. “Beats the hell out of spending a holiday of forced love alone.”

I nudged the basket of fries toward the center of the table. “One true thing each,” I said. “No apologies. No shame.”

Quinn nodded, grabbed a fry, and waved it at me. “You first.”

“My ring line has almost faded,” I said. I turned my hand slightly, just enough to see it in the low diner light. “And instead of being sad about it, it makes me happy.”

Quinn nodded, slow and deliberate. “That counts,” she said. “True thing.”

She took another fry, thinking. “I like softball because it has rules. Clear lines. Clear outcomes.” She shrugged. “People don’t. But lately, I’ve been wanting to learn the parts that don’t come with rules or instructions.”

The server set the check on the table, a big red heart drawn at the bottom in looping marker. “Let me know if you decide to order dessert. We have a double chocolate cake with chocolate drizzle and dipped strawberries.”

“Thanks. We’ll let you know.” Quinn slid the check under the salt shaker. “My treat,” she added. “Since this was my idea.”

“I’m not one to turn down a free meal, so thanks.” I took a sip of water. “True thing. I’ve never been to a softball game.”

Quinn’s eyes went wide. “I’m sorry. What? Are you even a real lesbian?”

I tossed a fry at her. “Just because I’ve never been to a softball game doesn’t mean I’m not a card-carrying lesbian. Need I remind you of Vegas?”

Her smile grew at the mention of it. “Okay, fair. But still very suspicious.” She pointed an accusing finger at me. “I may have to rethink this relationship. How are we even supposed to be friends if you’ve never been to a game?” She shook her head in mock seriousness. “That is something that needs to be fixed immediately.”

I took a sip of water and looked at Quinn. “I know why I don’t have a date for Valentine’s Day, but why don’t you?”

“I thought I did,” she said, gesturing between us. “This is the Valentine’s Day version of Friendsgiving, right?”

“Okay, yes. But you know that’s not what I meant.” I held her gaze. “Why are you single?”

“Well, I just moved here. I’ve been focusing on work and the team.”

“Let me ask it a different way.” I paused. “A minute ago, you called this the holiday of forced love. Do you hate the holiday, or love in general?”

She grabbed a fry and dipped it in ketchup. “The history’s actually kind of cool. The Romans had a fertility festival. Then a pope pinned Saint Valentine to the date. Somewhere in the Middle Ages, people decided that birds started mating around then. Now it’s Hallmark and wildly over-commercialized.”

“I’m slightly impressed you know the history of Valentine’s Day,” I said.

She chuckled. “Don’t be. Last weekend, I watched an episode about it on the History Channel.”

I watched her for a second. “So should I take that to mean you’re not a fan of love in general?”

She shrugged, casual but not careless. “I guess I’m not a fan of the way it’s packaged.”

“Tell me about the woman who wrecked you.”

Quinn leaned back, the vinyl creaking as she shifted. “You don’t want to hear about that.”

“I do.” I held her gaze. “We’re friends, right? Tell me.”

She pushed her plate aside, blew out a breath, then leaned in. “Sophomore year, a freshman joined the team. She was a star outfielder. If the ball was in Avery’s hand, stealing home was a no-go. The girl had a cannon for an arm.”

She paused, blew out a low breath, then continued. “We hit it off and were dating by the holidays. It was fast. Families, vacations, the works. By junior season, I was in love. Grades solid. Hitting well. Playing clean. Life was good.”

“I feel a but coming,” I said, reaching for a couple of fries.

“But.” Her mouth tipped wryly. “Early in the season, Avery tore a hamstring stealing second. PT three times a week. She started spending a lot of time with one trainer in particular.”

Quinn took a drink. “I pride myself on scouting reports. Missed that one.” She looked down at the table. “I walked in on them during what was supposed to be a quick PT session.”

“Ouch. I’m sorry.”

“Apparently, it was an open secret on the team.”

“That’s awful. What happened?”

“We broke up, obviously. But we still had to play together.” She shrugged. “So, I white-knuckled the rest of that season and all of senior year.” She flicked a crumb off the table like it didn’t matter anymore. “We won regionals my senior year, for what that’s worth.”

I reached across and squeezed her hand. “She was an idiot. You deserved better.”

“Thanks.” She eased her hand back to her glass.

“Any serious relationships since college?”

“Nope.”

I waited to see if she’d say anything else. When she didn’t, I asked the next logical question. “Why not?”

She shrugged. “I’ve watched a lot of people get their teeth kicked in by love. Casual dating is easier.” She snagged the last fry. “I mean, look what just happened to you.”

I nodded as my thumb went to my ring finger, pressing the skin there. I noticed the habit and let my hand drop. “I see your point.”

“Do you have a picture of Caroline?”

I huffed a quiet laugh. “Oh, please. I’m sure you already stalked my socials and know exactly what she looks like.”

Quinn held up her hands. “I swear I haven’t. Did I want to? Yes. But I didn’t. I want to get to know the real you, not the posted version.” She squinted at me, then smiled. “Wait. You stalked me, didn’t you?”

Heat climbed my neck and settled in my cheeks. “After you showed up where I work, I got curious and looked you up. Your profile is public.”

She grinned. “And what did you find?”

“Not much. You travel some. There were posts about softball.”

She leaned forward. “Come on. Let me see a picture. I want to know what your type looks like. It’s only fair, considering you just admitted to stalking me.”

“Fine.” I pulled up my camera roll. “Here’s one from opening night of a play she starred in.”

Quinn studied the photo, then looked up. “Not what I expected.”

“And what did you expect?”

“Not tall. And blonde. With a lot of makeup.”

I shrugged. “I’ve always gone for blondes.”

“Maybe Sadie has always gone for blondes,” she said, “but Jasmine sure didn’t.”

“Oh, stop.” I snatched my phone back, my cheeks somehow hotter. “Are you ready to go, or do you want dessert?”

“I’m not a fan of chocolate overkill.” She tipped her head. “How about Happy Grounds? Coffee and a cinnamon roll, then we call it a night.”

“I like that idea.” I stood. “Come on. Maybe we’ll get lucky and snag the chairs by the fireplace.”


CHAPTER 9


The late March sun pressed down just enough to hint that spring was finally here. The bleachers were warmer than I expected. I shifted my foot against the aluminum, then leaned forward, forearms braced on my knees, scanning the field for Quinn.

I spotted her immediately, standing just outside the dugout. Her short dark hair was tucked under a cap with our school’s fire-breathing dragon stitched in white, one hand on her hip, clipboard in the other, barking encouragement as the team ran out onto the field. She looked annoyingly good. Focused and sure-footed, every move efficient, all quiet confidence.

I had seen her with her guard lowered, grinning over pancakes in Vegas, breathless under hotel sheets. This was different. This was her in her element. And damn if that wasn’t doing something to me.

I looked around, deciding to ignore whatever that particular something was. The stands weren’t packed, but the home side had a decent showing of parents, students, and the occasional teacher who had volunteered to work concessions.

“Hi, Ms. Warren!” one of my honors students called from a few rows below. “I didn’t know you liked softball!”

I offered a small wave and smiled. “Guess I do now.”

Quinn glanced over her shoulder, probably having heard the exchange. When her eyes landed on me, everything blurred for a second. The cheers, the dust, the clink of the bleachers all softened under the heat of that look. No smirk. No wink. Just acknowledgment. Then she turned her attention back to the field. Cool and professional.

The first pitch sailed across the plate, and the batter swung hard and missed. Quinn shouted something to the infield, her voice low and commanding. One of the girls nodded and moved a little closer to the white line at first base. The next pitch cracked off the bat and went foul. Quinn bent slightly at the waist, hands on her knees, scanning the field like she could see five plays ahead.

It didn’t take long for three outs to land, and the Lady Dragons sprinted toward the dugout as Quinn made her way to stand near first base. The red quarter-zip hugged her frame, and the black softball pants didn’t leave much to the imagination. My mind betrayed me instantly.

They weren’t leather, but my body remembered anyway. It remembered the feel of her thighs pressing against mine in Vegas, the way confidence had rolled off her with every step. I swallowed hard and looked away. I wasn’t here for that. I was here to support my friend and her team.

The batter connected on a pitch, sending a low line drive into left field. She dropped the bat and took off, beating the throw to first. The next batter stepped up. A couple of pitches crossed the plate before a sharp crack sounded out. She sent a fly ball to the outfield, and the runner on first took off, running past second and sliding safely into third base.

Play slowed for a bit until the pitcher threw a ball high and wide. A wild pitch sailed over the catcher and clinked loudly off the fence. “Go, go, go!” Quinn shouted, her voice cutting clean through the noise as she waved the runner home with a fast flick of her arm.

The girl slid into home just under the tag, and the umpire slashed his arms through the air and yelled, “Safe!”

The stands erupted. I jumped to my feet, clapping hard, a laugh bursting out before I could catch it. As the girl popped up and retrieved her helmet, Quinn jogged over and gave her a high-five, casual enough to make my heart skip.

And then, just for a second, she looked up into the bleachers. Her eyes locked on mine, like a wire pulled taut. It lasted one heartbeat, maybe two, but it landed like a jolt.

As I watched the game, it became clear how much she cared. She cared about the game, the girls, the strategy. It wasn’t the pants. Okay, it was partly the pants. But it was also the way she showed up for these girls. The way she knew exactly when to bark a command and when to laugh.

I had been so focused on Vegas Quinn, the smirking, daring, just-one-more-shot version, that I hadn’t seen this one coming. I leaned back and tried not to think too hard about what that meant. She was still trouble. Just maybe a different flavor of it.

By the seventh inning, the score was tied at five, and the sun had dipped low enough that I pulled on my jacket to ward off the chill. A cheer erupted when the batter bunted the ball and beat the throw to first. Quinn flashed a sign. On the next pitch, the runner took off and slid safely into second.

The next hitter glanced at Quinn, took a practice swing, and stepped into the box. She swung at the first pitch and sent it down the third-base line. The runner on second rounded third as the ball rolled to the fence. She crossed home plate with a grin on her face.

The stands erupted again, a handful of students whooping from the top row. I clapped and yelled right along with them, caught up in the same rush. Game over. Lady Dragons six. Visitors five.

The players screamed, bumping shoulders and shouting across the infield. Quinn didn’t yell or jump around, but her smile was full-wattage, the kind that lit her up from the inside out.

She high-fived the girls, clapped one on the back, and met the opposing coach at the mound to shake hands. Then she turned toward the bleachers and gave me a slight nod, chin tilted up just enough to say Don’t go yet.

I stayed where I was as the crowd thinned. Parents filtered out, players grabbed their bags, and the opposing team loaded onto their bus. Quinn said something to one of her assistants, then peeled off toward the dugout. She glanced over her shoulder once, checking that I was still there.

I made my way down the bleachers and met her near the dugout door. She was holding her clipboard in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. Her cheeks were flushed from the sun or maybe from her first win as the new coach.

“Didn’t know you were planning to come to the game,” she said, handing me the water.

“Didn’t think I would,” I admitted.

“But you did.”

“Guess I wanted to see you work.”

She raised a brow. “And? What did you think of seeing your first softball game?”

I took a slow sip, letting it linger. “I liked it. The girls looked like they were having fun. And you almost looked like you knew what you were doing out there.”

She smirked. “Almost?”

“You need to work on your game face,” I said, pointing at her. “That smile in the seventh inning… Way too smug.”

“That wasn’t smug,” she said. “That was pride.”

“Well, congratulations, Coach Quinnton. You wear the well deserved win quite well.”

She laughed, low and easy, and stepped in just a little closer. Not enough for anyone still lingering to notice, but enough that I felt the change in air pressure. Her gaze dropped to my mouth and then back up to my eyes, familiar enough to make my stomach tighten.

“Thanks for coming,” she said, her voice quieter now.

I nodded. “Would’ve felt weird not to be here cheering for you.”

Neither of us moved. She glanced over my shoulder toward the bleachers. “You know, most people just come to a game for the concession stand hot dogs.”

I glanced down at the water bottle in my hand. “Guess I’m not most people.”

“No,” she said, her voice soft and almost too honest. “You’re really not.”

The sound of the gate swinging closed behind one of the assistants finally broke the spell. Quinn glanced toward the dugout. “I’ve got gear to lock up. Are you heading out, or do you have a minute?”

I hesitated. “I can wait.”

She nodded once, that half-smile still pulling at her lips. “Be right back. Then I’ll walk you to your car.”

I watched her jog across the field, short hair damp at the neck, moving with easy confidence, and wondered when exactly it had started to feel like this. Not a game. Not a fling. Just something I wasn’t ready to name. I blew out a long breath as the awareness settled, quiet and heavy, right where it could not be ignored.

•••••••

I breathed in the warm March air and adjusted my AirPods as I picked up the pace. Two months ago, walking this track felt like torture. Now, it was something I looked forward to.

My body knew the rhythm. My feet hit the pavement without argument, my shoulders loose, breath steady. The loop no longer felt like something to survive. It felt like mine.

Somewhere along the way, my life had shifted in small, quiet ways that added up more than I expected. Laughing with someone had become its own kind of high. Showing up somewhere because I wanted to, not because I thought I should, felt new.

Quinn hadn’t fixed anything. She didn’t need to. She just kept opening doors and letting me decide whether to step through.

I rounded the curve and picked up my pace, the sun warm on my back. Whatever this was, whatever it was becoming, I didn’t feel the need to rush it. For the first time in a long while, I trusted where I was headed.

I huffed out a quiet laugh just as a hand grabbed my arm.

“Aaaaaaah!” I yelped and spun around. “Quinn! You scared the crap out of me. What the hell?”

She jumped back, hands up, eyes wide. “Oh my god, Sadie, I’m sorry! I wasn’t trying to scare you!”

“Well, you did,” I said, tugging out my AirPods.

“You shouldn’t have noise canceling on when you’re wearing both. What if I were some random psycho out here?”

“Well, you’re not random, so I guess we’re good,” I deadpanned.

She squinted at me. “I see what you did there. Insinuating I’m still a psycho. Mean. You’re a mean woman, Sadie Warren.”

I laughed. “I was joking. Please forgive me.” I looped my arm through hers and tugged her along. “Come on. One more lap.”

She let me pull her in step. “Okay, I’ll forgive you on one condition. You let me teach you how to hit a ball. The net and tee are still up.”

“Why would I want to learn to hit a softball?”

“To check the box on your lesbian card, obviously,” she said, smug as hell.

“Hitting a softball isn’t going to make me a better lesbian.” I sighed. “But fine. If it makes you happy.”

As we crested the hill toward the field, I glanced over at her. “Want to grab a glass of wine after?”

“I have tests to grade tonight.”

“Tomorrow?”

She shook her head. “Doubleheader. Away games.”

“Saturday, then. At my place. It’s ridiculous that we live around the corner from each other and still haven’t been in each other’s apartments.”

She smiled, pulling the gate open. “Saturday works. We did Valentine’s. Drank green beer on St. Patrick’s Day. Might as well add April Fool’s to keep the streak.”

The field was empty, late sunlight casting long shadows across the infield. Quinn jogged ahead, grabbed a bucket of balls and a bat. I followed, trying not to notice how easily she moved, how natural she looked as she set everything up. But I noticed.

“All right,” she said, brushing off her hands. “Let’s see what we’re working with.”

“You think I’ve never swung a bat?”

“Have you?”

“No. But I watched the game last night, so I’ve seen how it’s done.”

“That’s adorable,” she deadpanned, handing me the bat. “Step up.”

I took the bat, stepped up to the tee, and swung. I clipped the stiff rubber stem instead. The ball rolled off and plopped sadly to the side.

“Okay, first? Relax. Stop holding the bat like you’re being punished.”

I adjusted my grip. “Better?”

“Almost.” She stepped in behind me, close enough that I was suddenly aware of her breath at my shoulder. “May I?”

I nodded before I could overthink it.

Her hands moved down my arms, sure and practiced, adjusting my elbows. Her voice dropped near my ear. “Loose, but ready to strike.” Her breath brushed my neck just before she stepped back.

I swung and missed everything but air.

She stepped up behind me again, her hands settling at my hips. “Foot here,” she murmured, nudging my foot with her own. “Balance is everything.”

“Like yoga,” I muttered, trying to stay upright.

She laughed, soft and low. “Exactly.”

She adjusted my hands. “Drive through the ball. Don’t just hit it. Own it.”

I nodded again, but I didn’t hear a damn word. I shifted slightly, and my back grazed her chest for just a second. Barely enough to register. But it did.

She stilled. The silence stretched, heavy and unmistakable. “Try again.” Then she stepped back.

I swung again and knocked the tee over. “Oops.”

Quinn chuckled as she righted it. “Want me to show you?”

“Sure,” I said, handing her the bat.

She faced the tee, lifted the bat, and swung. One fluid motion, power and grace in equal parts. The ball slammed into the net. She turned, cool as hell. “That’s how you do it,” she said as she set another ball on top.

I reached for the bat and stepped back up beside the tee. I stared at the ball, swung, and clipped both the ball and the tee.

“I think I see what’s happening.” Quinn moved in behind me again, hands settling at my hips. “Head down. Eyes on the ball. Shift your weight forward. Turn your hips like this.” Her hands guided mine through a slow, controlled rotation that sent heat straight through me.

“Okay,” I said, my breath catching.

I stared at the bright yellow ball, focused and steady. I took a breath and swung, hitting it solidly. The ball shot into the net.

“Nice job!” she called out, clapping. “That would’ve been a solid hit over second base.”

“Lesson over?” I asked, breathless from more than just swinging a bat.

“Lesson over.” She bent to gather the gear. “I’ve got to get this stuff put away and grade those tests.”

I handed her the bat. “Saturday, then?”

She nodded. “Saturday.”

And just like that, the moment was over, but I was still buzzing from it, my body slow to catch up with my head.

I walked to my car, unlocked the door, and slid into the seat. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do with that lesson,” I muttered, making air quotes as I started the engine.

I shifted the car into drive. “Quinn and I are friends. That’s it. Nothing more, nothing less. God, I wish we had never had sex.”

I turned out of the parking lot. “Okay, that’s a lie. That was the best sex of my life.”

I stopped at the light. “So, what am I supposed to do with that? How am I supposed to forget her?”

The red light turned green, and I headed toward home. “Compartmentalize, Sadie. Put it in a box and shove it somewhere deep. You’re good at that.”

But my body was still humming. My skin was still warm. And no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t un-feel it.


CHAPTER 10


April Fool’s Day rolled in with sheets of rain and low, lazy rumbles of thunder. It felt like perfect weather for staying in, curling up under a blanket, and getting lost in a book.

My apartment was clean, laundry done and put away, and with Quinn not due until six, I had a couple of hours to be fully, deliciously lazy. The kind of laziness that didn’t come with guilt.

I tucked myself into the corner of the couch, pulled the blanket over my legs, and reached for the book on the coffee table. I had been slowly devouring the same sexy vampire series I started on the flight to Las Vegas. At first, I blamed it on wanting to escape reality. Because nothing says escape like a brooding immortal in black leather.

But the truth was, I wasn’t escaping anything. The sadness wasn’t sitting with me anymore.

I turned a page and realized I was actually reading, not skimming. Not checking the clock. Not bracing for a wave of something to hit. Just there, warm and dry and content in a way that still surprised me.

Maybe the real reason I kept picking it up was that every time I opened the damn book, I saw Quinn. Dark. Funny. Confident. Wearing tight pants like it’s a personal challenge to my willpower.

Whatever this pull toward Quinn was, it didn’t feel like filling a gap. It felt like recognition. Like noticing something that had always been missing and not rushing to grab it.

I exhaled hard and stared out the sliding glass doors. The trees just beyond the patio were starting to bud, tiny bursts of green pushing through the last bit of winter’s hold. I felt like that. New growth after a long freeze. The version of me that fell apart when Caroline walked away wasn’t the same me curled up here now.

Two weeks ago, I finally admitted to myself that Caroline had been right to end things. We were never a great match. Something always felt off, as if we were playing at being in love, skipping through the stages without ever landing on the real thing. We didn’t laugh much. We didn’t talk like best friends. We were fine. And that was the problem.

I used to think fine was enough. Stable. Predictable. Something you could build a life on if you tried hard enough. But fine had required a lot of pretending. Mostly from me.

I glanced at my phone. 4:07 p.m. “Yeah, I’m going to take a nap.”

I dropped the book back onto the table, let the blanket swallow me up, and closed my eyes. The rain tapped steadily against the windows, a slow rhythm I didn’t bother resisting.

Knocking echoed somewhere in the distance. I frowned, disoriented, wandering through a maze of smoky glass walls. The corridor was dim and silent. I turned down a long hallway and came to a full-length mirror that split the space into two paths. I stared at my reflection, unsure which direction to take.

The knocking came again, louder this time. Then my phone rang.

I jolted upright, heart pounding, and grabbed it off the coffee table. Quinn’s name and face lit up the screen.

“Oh crap.” My voice came out raspy. “How the hell did I sleep for two hours?”

I answered, already pushing the blanket off. “Hey. I’m sorry. I was having the strangest dream.”

“No problem,” she said, warm and easy. “I’m outside your door.”

“Oh.” I swung my legs off the couch. “Be right there.”

I opened the door to find her standing there with a bottle of wine in one hand, and her usual calm confidence wrapped around.

“Hey there,” she said, grinning. “Thought maybe you were pulling an April Fool’s prank and standing me up.”

“I would never stand you up,” I said, stepping aside. “Come on in. Give me a second to splash some water on my face and change out of my hole-ridden sweatpants.”

She glanced down at herself and waved a hand over her outfit. “No need. I’m in an old college T-shirt and joggers. We’re not going anywhere. Stay comfy.”

“Still brushing my teeth,” I said. “Nap mouth is not wine-drinking friendly.”

She laughed. “Take your time.”

I ducked into the bathroom, splashed cold water on my face, brushed my teeth like I was running late for a job interview, and ran a brush through my hair. I paused at the mirror. For a split second, the dream flickered back. That hallway of glass. The mirror dividing the path.

“Weird,” I muttered, and stepped out.

When I returned, Quinn was standing at the sliding glass door, her silhouette framed by the gray-blue wash of the storm outside. She turned at the sound of my footsteps. “I love your view. All I get from mine is a front-row seat to the parking lot.”

“Yeah, I got lucky when I found this place. I put down a stupid-high deposit and signed the lease before anyone else could grab it.”

She smiled and held up the bottle. “Come on, let’s open this. You can tell me about that dream you were having when I showed up.”

I blinked. “I didn’t even tell you I was dreaming.”

“You did,” she said easily. “When you answered the phone. You sounded half-asleep.”

“Huh. That obvious?”

She tipped her head, curious but not pressing. “Want to tell me what it was about?”

I pulled two glasses from the cabinet. “Honestly? It was strange. I was walking through this maze. The walls were smoky glass, and there was a mirror at the end. I had to choose between left and right. Then there was this knocking.”

Quinn tilted her head. “That sounds metaphorical as hell.”

“You think?”

She shrugged. “Mirrors. Choices. Directions. You’re a smart woman, Sadie. I think your subconscious is trying to get your attention.”

I poured the wine and handed her a glass. “Yeah. I’ve spent a lot of time trying to be who I thought I was supposed to be. Maybe now I’m finally asking myself who I actually want to be. And what direction I want to go in.”

Quinn lifted her glass. “To asking better questions.”

“To finding better answers,” I said, clinking mine against hers.

The rain thickened, thunder rumbling in the distance like a satisfied sigh. We leaned against the counter, two women in sweatpants and socks, sipping wine while the world beyond the glass softened to gray. It felt more domestic than it should have, like something lived-in and easy.

I grabbed the bottle and nodded toward the living room. “Come on. Let’s sit. We can watch the sky dump two more inches before it gets dark.”

Quinn followed me to the couch. “I shudder to think what my field looks like right now. I spread a ton of sand before the season started, but not enough to handle this.”

I settled back into my earlier spot and tucked the blanket around my legs. “How were the games last night? Did you all win?”

She blew out a long breath. “We split the doubleheader. But that’s okay. It’s still early in the season.” She leaned forward to set her glass on the table. “Speaking of, I brought you something.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper.

“Oh, good. Wrinkled paper,” I said. “My favorite.”

She laughed. “Are you always this ungrateful when someone does something nice, or is this a special Quinn-only sass package?”

I smirked as I unfolded it. The Flamingo hotel logo stared back at me. “Flamingo stationery? Did you seriously steal stationery from the hotel?”

“It’s not stealing if they expect you to take it,” she said, completely unapologetic. “Same category as the mini shampoo and conditioner bottles.”

“Fair.” I skimmed the page. “Is this your game schedule?”

“It is. And yes, I expect you to show up and cheer like you’re getting paid.”

“Home games, sure,” I said. “Away games, we’ll see.”

She shrugged. “Cheering fans make the girls play harder. And honestly, I probably coach better, too. Keeps me dialed in.” She smiled. “So I can impress you with my abilities.”

My stomach did a stupid little flip. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be there when I can.”

We slipped into the kind of easy conversation that only happens when you stop trying to impress each other. We swapped stories and laughed hard enough that I had to steady my wine. She told me about growing up with three older brothers and the backyard zipline they built one summer that ended, disastrously, in a garbage can. I told her about the time I got stuck in an elementary school bathroom stall and had to crawl underneath it to escape.

She completely lost it over that one.

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask,” I said. “How’s your cousin doing? The one with the bachelorette party?”

“Stacy?” Quinn said. “She’s good.”

“That’s right. Stacy and Brian and toe-curling sex,” I said, laughing at the memory.

Quinn blinked. “Sorry, what?”

“When I sat down at the bar that night, your group was in the middle of a toast. Someone yelled something about having an amazing life and toe-curling sex.”

She groaned. “That sounds about right. We did so many toasts, I stopped listening and just drank when everyone else did.”

“I remembered it because it cracked me up.”

She raised an eyebrow. “So… have you ever had it?”

“Had what?”

“Toe-curling sex.”

I choked on my wine, coughing as heat shot straight to my cheeks. I waved a hand. “I’m not answering that.”

“Why not?” she asked, her voice dropping lower. “It’s a simple yes or no.”

Her eyes held mine, steady and unblinking, and just like that, I was back in her hotel bed in Vegas. The feel of her hands. The taste of her mouth. The way my name sounded when she said it. A slow, hot pull settled low in my body, and I knew I was in trouble. Deflection was my only option.

I reached for the bottle. “If I say yes, you’ll assume it was with you. If I say no, your ego takes a hit.”

I poured the last of the wine into my glass, drained it, then stood. “I’ll get us another bottle. Be right back.”

I didn’t wait for her response. I just walked into the kitchen and focused on one thing.

Breathing.

I was halfway to the kitchen when I heard her footsteps. “You didn’t have to follow me,” I said, aiming for casual.

“You said there was more wine,” she replied, just as casually. “And I’m not letting you dodge that question and leave me with a dry glass.”

“Fair enough.” I grabbed a fresh bottle from the rack and twisted the corkscrew in, jaw tight. The bottle resisted, stubborn and uncooperative.

“You need help?” Quinn asked, already at my side.

“Not yet,” I muttered.

The cork tore in half with a dramatic pop, leaving the rest buried deep in the neck of the bottle.

“Dammit.”

“Let me see.” She stepped closer and gently took the bottle from my hands. Her fingers brushed mine, and I felt it all the way down to my toes.

She worked the corkscrew back in with quiet precision. I leaned in, watching her angle it just right, but the brittle cork crumbled anyway, half of it dropping into the bottle.

She winced. “Crap. Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I tipped the bottle slightly and peered inside. “We can fish it out.”

We both leaned over the counter to look inside, our heads close. Too close. Her shoulder brushed mine as we stared at the bobbing fragment. It was stupid. Just a cork. But the longer we hovered there, the thicker the air felt.

I glanced over and found her already looking at me. Her gaze dropped to my mouth, and for a beat too long, neither of us moved.

My heart thudded against my ribs. I swallowed and forced my attention back to the bottle. “I’ll get some paper towels. Maybe I can strain it out.”

Quinn straightened and stepped back. “Good idea.”

I grabbed the paper towels and started folding a makeshift filter, giving my hands something to do. Quinn poured slowly while I held the towel steady. Our fingers brushed once. Quick and electric.

When we each had a glass again, I took a sip like it might cool something down. It didn’t.

“Rain finally stopped,” she said after a moment, her voice a little rougher than before.

“Want to go outside?” I asked, grateful for the excuse.

She nodded, and we stepped out onto the balcony. The air was heavy with moisture, the scent of rain clinging to everything. Water dripped steadily from the railing, pooling in dark lines along the concrete. Somewhere in the distance, a car passed, tires hissing through puddles.

We leaned against the railing, as we sipped our wine. The quiet stretched out comfortably. I stole a glance sideways. She smelled like clean laundry and red wine, and it was doing things to my insides that I didn’t want to think too hard about.

We stood there in the soft hum of post-storm calm, our shoulders barely a breath apart. She turned toward me slowly, and when I looked over, she was closer. Close enough that I could count the freckles just under her left eye. Close enough to see something shift in her gaze, softer now, unreadable, pulling me in.

Her lips parted slightly, like she might say something. Or do something. For a second, I forgot how to swallow. Her eyes dropped to my mouth, and the air between us snapped tight. When she looked back up, she held me there, suspended in something I didn’t have a name for.

Then she shifted, cleared her throat, and stepped back, breaking the spell.

Working to catch my breath, I searched for something safer to talk about. “Okay. I know all about your brothers, your nieces, your players, and your Jeep’s emotional support ducks. But you never talk about your friends.”

“My ducks are deeply private.”

I reached out and swatted her arm. “I’m serious. Tell me about your friends.”

Quinn took a slow sip. “What do you want to know?”

“I don’t know. Your best friend. The person you text first when something insane happens. That kind of thing.”

“Best friend?” She went quiet for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Never really had one.”

I looked over. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” She nodded once, eyes dropping to the railing. “I’ve had good friends. Plenty of them. I just never let anyone all the way in.” She hesitated, then glanced back at me. “So, if I had to name one now… it would be you.”

I held still. “Well damn,” I said, trying to smile through the squeeze in my throat. “Now I feel like I owe you a mixtape or something.”

Quinn chuckled. “I just gave you a game schedule. That’s basically a love letter.”

Something in my chest tightened in the weirdest, most unexpected way. I covered it with a crooked smile. “Wow. How dare you make me feel feelings.”

She laughed. “You started it.”

“Well, I wasn’t expecting you to say me,” I said. “That’s a lot of pressure. Best friend to Coach Allison Quinnton? That’s big time.”

She grinned. “You’re handling it fine. A little sarcasm, a little judgment. Solid best friend energy.”

I nudged her with my elbow. “Right back at you.” I lifted my glass. “To unexpected best friends.”

She reached for hers and tapped it gently against mine. “The very best kind.”


CHAPTER 11


A knock sounded at the door just as the book was getting to the good part.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered. “I was just getting to the good part.”

I decided to ignore it.

The knock came again, louder this time and more insistent. I flung the blanket off and tossed the book onto the table.

“I swear, if this is some kid selling overpriced candles or raffle tickets, I’m going to lose it,” I grumbled as I shuffled toward the door. “Unless it’s Girl Scout cookies. If it’s cookies, I’ll buy two boxes of Thin Mints.”

I flipped the deadbolt and pulled the door open to find Quinn standing there, grinning.

“Quinn?”

She stepped inside, one hand tucked casually into her jacket pocket and a large hardback book in the other. “Hey. Tonight’s game got canceled.”

I shut the door behind her and followed her into the living room. “How come? It stopped raining a few hours ago.”

“It didn’t on that side of town. Not until after three.” She shrugged. “Their field was basically a lake. No way to get it playable in time.”

“April showers bring May flowers.”

She made a face. “Second cancellation in two weeks. Spring ball in the South is basically one long weather gamble.”

I dropped back into my spot on the couch and looked at her. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

She raised a brow. “Which is?”

“What are you doing here?”

She turned to face me, eyes bright. “You said your plan tonight was to curl up and read, remember?” She held up the thick hardback like it was her admission ticket. “Thought I would join you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You want to sit in my apartment and read books.”

“I do. I’ve been meaning to get into this Churchill biography, but I never make time for it. Figured tonight was as good a night as any.”

“Are you making fun of me because it’s a Friday night and I’m staying in to read?”

“Sadie.” Her voice dropped into that low, earnest place that always landed just under my ribs. “I’m not teasing. I thought it sounded nice. Low-key. Just a couple of best friends curled up reading books.”

She took off her jacket, kicked off her shoes, and settled onto the other end of the sofa.

I studied her for a second. “Okay,” I said, still a little suspicious. “Sure. But no promises on sharing the blanket.”

“Noted.”

I handed her a throw pillow, picked my book back up, and opened it to where I had left off minutes earlier. I stole a glance at her. She already had her book open, one foot tucked beneath her, brows drawn in concentration. She looked good sitting there like that. Quiet and focused.

I shifted and pulled the blanket back over my lap, then turned the page. The dark, sexy vampire had her love interest pinned against the wall. One hand at her throat, one at her hip. Hunger and restraint were written all over his face.

The dialogue was sparse, but the tension on the page was unmistakable. All heat and hesitation. Slow, deliberate touches. Every movement a question with every pause as an answer.

I bit the inside of my cheek and glanced over the top of my book at Quinn. Her brow was furrowed in concentration, lips slightly parted as she read. My eyes drifted to her hand resting against the open page of her giant nonfiction doorstop.

A memory flickered, just for a second. Quinn, with messy hair, that same hand splayed across my bare stomach. Her mouth moving lower. I blinked and looked away fast, swallowing hard. Jesus.

I stared back at the page, but the words had turned to background noise, my thoughts buzzing. Maybe it was the fact that she was only a couple of feet away, and I could still feel her touch on my skin like a whisper. I shifted again, pulling the blanket tighter around me, like I could hide from thoughts that were definitely not about the vampire in the book.

I turned the page, not because I was following the plot, but because I needed something to do with my hands. My body was on high alert for the woman who was sitting close enough to touch. It wasn’t just the flashbacks that kept surfacing lately. Or even the Vegas heat I pretended I wasn’t still carrying.

It was this. Quinn showing up with a book. Asking to read beside me, like that, was enough. Like I was enough.

Caroline used to roll her eyes when I got lost in a novel. She called it my boring little habit. Said I should spend more time in the real world. Quinn hadn’t said a word. She just walked in, kicked off her shoes, and met me in the quiet.

She turned a page, then caught me watching. Her eyes lifted slowly, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“What?” she asked, her voice low.

“Nothing,” I said too fast, heat creeping up my neck.

She studied me for a long moment. Her smile softened, and something unreadable flickered across her face. She opened her mouth like she was about to say something, then didn’t.

I dropped my gaze, suddenly too aware of every inch of her beside me. I flipped another page and forced myself to look at the words. Swallowed and tried to focus.

I was not going to get turned on by a sex scene in a book while sitting next to the woman who had once made my toes curl and hadn’t kissed me since. Nope. Absolutely not.

“What’s the book about?” Quinn asked suddenly.

My head snapped up. “What?”

She nodded toward the cover. “The book. What’s it about?”

I hesitated. “It’s a vampire romance.”

She raised an eyebrow. “So. Blood and brooding.”

I snorted. “Something like that. Except that the two leads are women. One’s a vampire, the other’s a hunter. Lots of tension. Forbidden love. Sex in crypts.”

Quinn chuckled softly. “Sounds educational.”

“It’s well-written,” I said, defensive and flustered all at once. “And the sex scenes are… intense.”

“Clearly,” she said, her gaze dipping to the book in my lap. “You’ve been on the same page for five minutes.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Have not.”

She raised an eyebrow, lips twitching like she was holding back a comment, then shrugged and looked away. The moment hung there, charged and uncertain, until she opened her book again. I followed suit, both of us retreating to the safety of ink and silence.

We read in near stillness, the only sound the soft rustle of turning pages. The air between us felt anything but quiet.

A few minutes later, I felt her eyes on me again.

“So,” she said casually, closing her book. “Tell me something.”

I lowered mine. “Okay. Shoot.”

“Why vampires?”

I blinked. “Why not vampires?”

She tilted her head, amused.

“They’re dangerous but tender,” I said. “Mysterious but protective. A little unhinged, but loyal to the death. They brood, they smolder, they love like it’s a war. What’s not to like?”

“You’re really selling it.”

I grinned. “They’re also usually tall. And wear a lot of leather. That helps.”

She laughed, and it felt like the room warmed a degree. Then her smile softened, something quieter settling in its place.

“Can I ask you something else?”

My heart gave a quick skip. “Sure.”

“That dream you mentioned a couple of weeks ago,” she said. “The one with the mirror and the glass hallway. Did you ever figure out what it meant?”

I paused, surprised she remembered. “Not really. But I think it was trying to tell me something.”

“Like what?”

I folded my hands around the book in my lap. “That maybe I hadn’t been seeing things clearly. Making choices for a version of me that doesn’t exist anymore. That if I really looked at things, at myself, I might make better, more aligned choices.”

She nodded, understanding flickering across her face, but she stayed quiet.

“What about you?” I asked. “Do you ever feel like you’re living your life for a version of you that doesn’t exist?”

Her gaze held mine. “Maybe at one point,” she said. “But lately? Not so much.”

Something in my chest tightened. “Yeah?”

She didn’t answer right away. After a few seconds, she smiled, as if she was seeing something she hadn’t seen before.

Then she closed her book. Not with a bookmark. Not with a folded page. She just shut it and set it on the coffee table, like whatever she had come here for, it wasn’t that anymore.

“I should go,” she said gently, reaching for her shoes.

My stomach dropped. “What? Why?”

She leaned back a fraction, eyes searching mine. “Because if I stay, I might kiss you.”

My breath caught. “And that would be bad?”

“Would it?” Her voice was soft. Almost uncertain.

I couldn’t answer. I wanted to say no, that it would be good. Right. Wanted. But the words stuck somewhere between the quiet of the room and the sudden roar in my chest.

She held my gaze for another second, then stood. “I’ll see you soon, Sadie.”

She pushed to her feet, grabbed her book, and walked out, leaving the door unlocked and the air thick with things we weren’t ready to say.

I sat there for a long time, staring at the spot where she had been. Eventually, I picked up my book, held it for a moment, then set it down again.

I couldn’t remember what page I was on anyway.

•••••••

It was game day for both the softball and baseball teams, which meant a steady stream of students buzzing through the halls in red and black, the occasional chant of “Let’s go, Dragons!” echoing from the stairwells. One of the JV boys had his face half-painted and tried to chest-bump me on the way to fourth period. I sidestepped him with a death glare I borrowed straight from my mother.

I didn’t mind the chaos. It gave the day a kind of energy, and I liked the excuse to wear the Lady Dragons Softball shirt Quinn had given me. It was soft, slightly oversized, and had smelled faintly of her the first time I tried it on.

The lounge was unusually quiet for a Thursday afternoon. Just the low hum of the vending machine and the distant clunk of a copier jamming. I poured myself a lukewarm cup of coffee and dropped into the armchair beside Lucette, who was picking through a bag of trail mix like it owed her money.

She glanced up. “Well, well. Look who’s a full-blown sports fan.”

I glanced down at the bold red letters across my chest. “Quinn gave it to me. Said she had an extra and figured I needed something to wear to the games.”

Lucette grinned like she had just found the corner piece of a jigsaw puzzle. “Did she now?”

“Don’t start.”

“I’m not starting anything,” she said, all faux innocence. “Just pointing out that I’ve never seen you in a shirt like that. Which wouldn’t mean much if it weren’t the same one worn by a certain coach who looks at you like she wants to be the bookmark in whatever book you’re devouring.”

I choked on my coffee.

Lucette patted my back. “You okay?”

“You can’t say stuff like that.”

She bellowed a laugh. “Of course I can, honey. I’m older. I’m allowed. Besides, you should’ve seen the way she looked at you during morning duty. If that wasn’t a pining glance, I’ll eat this terrible trail mix.”

I slumped back in the chair, heart thudding. “Nothing is happening.”

Lucette arched a brow. “Sadie.”

“I mean it. We’re friends. Best friends. That’s all.”

She tilted her head. “Can I ask you something? And I mean this in the most supportive, nonjudgmental way possible.”

“That’s never a comforting preface.”

Lucette smirked. “Do you like Coach Quinnton… or do you like the idea of her?”

I blinked. “What does that even mean?”

“It means,” she said gently, “sometimes when we get hurt, we reach for the thing that feels most opposite of what broke us. Not because it’s right, but because it’s safe.” She glanced at my shirt. “You went from Caroline to Quinn pretty fast. And now you’re walking around in her clothes.”

I stared into my coffee, as if it might offer a lifeline. “We didn’t exactly meet when Principal Bartlett introduced her.”

Lucette’s eyes narrowed. “Okay. When did you meet?”

I sighed. “Vegas.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Wait. Vegas-Vegas?”

“Yeah. Right before Christmas.” I rubbed a thumb along the edge of my mug. “I met her within hours of arriving. It was supposed to be anonymous. Just a wild, no-holds-barred weekend fling. I didn’t give her my real name. She said hers was Quinn, but I didn’t believe her. We spent most of the weekend together. Then Sunday came, we said goodbye, and I flew home. A month later, she showed up at school like it was some cosmic joke.”

Lucette stared at me for a few seconds, then nodded slowly. “Of course, you met in Vegas. And of course, it wasn’t over when it was supposed to be.”

“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know how,” I said. “It sounds made up.”

“It doesn’t sound made up,” she said. “It sounds like fate took a detour through a slot machine.”

I barked out a laugh.

Lucette’s smile softened. “You were different when you came back from that trip. Softer. Calmer maybe. I thought it was the break. But now?” She nodded. “Makes sense.”

I glanced down at the shirt again. “She came over last Friday. Just showed up with a book. Said she wanted to read next to me.”

Lucette blinked. “Actual reading? Or is that code for something else that I don’t need the details for?”

“No code. Actually reading. She sat at one end of the sofa, and I sat on the other. We barely talked.”

She puffed out her cheeks and blew out slowly. “That’s somehow more intimate than if you had told me you all made out for hours.”

I smiled despite myself. “It kind of shook me. Caroline never wanted to do anything quiet. Said it was boring, which meant I was.”

Lucette leaned forward. “Sadie, Coach Quinn does not think you’re boring.”

My throat tightened. “No. I don’t think she does either.”

She paused, then added, “You know, you used to overexplain everything when you were with Caroline. Every decision. Every mood. As if you were trying to talk yourself into being okay. You don’t do that anymore.”

I exhaled, eyes stinging. “I don’t know what this is yet with her. But it’s steady. And it’s terrifying. And not like anything I’ve felt before. I don’t feel like I’m bracing for impact.” I glanced up at the ceiling, then closed my eyes. “I just know I don’t want to mess this up. Because Quinn really is my best friend.”

Lucette reached over and gave my arm a quick squeeze. “Sounds like you’ve stopped trying to talk yourself out of what you feel.”

I looked down, brushing my thumb over the soft cotton near the Lady Dragons logo. “Maybe I have.”

She smiled. “That matters more than you think.”


Chapter 12


I loved spending quiet Sunday mornings at Happy Grounds. The comfy chairs by the fireplace were my favorite, even when there wasn’t a fire going. The bricks still held the faint smell of old smoke and coffee, and the whole place felt like it was exhaling. Low music hummed beneath the hiss of the espresso machine. Caffeine and a good book really were a match made in heaven.

I tipped my mug to catch the last lukewarm sip of coffee as I finished the final line of the chapter and turned the page. I was eager to see if the huntress would finally give in and let herself be turned. She had spent three chapters pretending she didn’t want to be bitten, but the way she stared at the vampire said otherwise.

I felt a strange kinship with her. I had spent some time pretending I didn’t want to be kissed, too. Or bitten. I mean, there were options.

The bell over the front door jingled softly, and I glanced up to see Quinn step inside. She spotted me right away, her mouth curving into an easy smile that hit me straight in the chest. She had her black Lady Dragons cap pulled low, and it did something to me I wasn’t prepared for. It was just a ball cap. Except on her, it added a little edge. A hint of the Vegas Quinn I still tried not to think about.

She wove through the tables and dropped into the big chair beside mine. Our knees landed close enough that one wrong move would mean contact.

“Just the woman I was looking for,” she said.

Her voice was relaxed and amused, like she had all the time in the world to sit here with me. Something in me loosened, the same way it always did when she was near lately, and at the same time, everything went tight.

“Hey,” I said, closing the book over my thumb. “Why are you looking for me? You know you could’ve texted, and I would’ve told you where I was.”

“Yeah,” she said, leaning back with a grin. “But where’s the fun in that? The hunt is the best part.”

The way she said hunt made my stomach flip. I reminded myself we were best friends, and she was just being playful, but my body didn’t get the memo.

I cleared my throat and tried to sound normal. “Well, I’m right here. Not hiding.”

“Hey, Sadie. How are you this morning? Another good book?” a familiar voice asked from behind us.

I twisted around in my chair. “Morning, Jan. And yes, very good.”

I turned back to Quinn. “Jan, this is my best friend, Quinn. Quinn, this is Jan. She and her wife, Sandy, own Happy Grounds.”

The words best friend stuck a little in my throat. It fit. It just didn’t cover everything else I was feeling.

Jan stepped around the chairs and held out a hand. “Hi, Quinn. It’s nice to meet you finally. I’ve seen you in here with Sadie, but never had the chance to say hello.”

Quinn stood just enough to reach and shake her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, too. I love this place. It has a really homey charm.”

“Thanks,” Jan said, pride softening her smile. “Sandy and I worked hard to make it a place people actually want to hang out. Like a living room. Just with better coffee.”

You could feel it too. The framed photos on the walls, the mismatched chairs, the way Jan always remembered everyone’s drink. It felt less like a business and more like someone’s living room where the coffee just happened to be really good.

Jan glanced at me again. “We’re thinking about putting the coffee house up for sale in a few months.”

“What?” The word slipped out before I could stop it. “You can’t sell. And no, I don’t want to buy it. I just want to come drink your coffee.” I shook my head. “Why are you selling?”

“Well,” Jan said, resting her hand on the back of a nearby chair, “since Sandy’s dad passed away last year, her mom hasn’t been doing so well. So we’re selling our house and this place and moving closer to her. We’ve already started looking for a small spot there to open another coffee shop.”

“I’m sorry about her mom,” I said. “That has to be hard.”

“Yeah.” Jan let out a tired breath that had nothing to do with coffee orders. “Her sister isn’t very helpful, so we’re stepping up.” She shrugged, but her eyes softened. “But don’t worry. We’re not closing tomorrow. It won’t go on the market for a few months.”

That sounded both far away and way too close. I tried to imagine this space without Jan and Sandy and couldn’t.

Jan glanced at my empty mug. “Need a refill?”

“I’m good, but thank you.”

“Okay.” She headed toward the counter, then looked back over her shoulder. “Cinnamon rolls come out in about fifteen minutes if you’re hungry. Quinn, it was nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Quinn said.

When Jan was gone, I turned back to Quinn. “What am I going to do if someone buys this place, throws out my chair, and turns it into a modern disaster?”

“Hopefully, that doesn’t happen.” Quinn leaned back in her chair, eyes on me. “Jan seems like the kind of person who wouldn’t sell to just anybody.”

“Yeah. Jan and Sandy are the best.” I watched Jan take a customer’s order, already smiling like she knew what he was about to say. “They’ve been together for over twenty years. This year is their tenth wedding anniversary.”

Quinn’s eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. Jan said they started dating in their early thirties.” I felt myself smile. “Some people make it look easy.”

I followed Jan with my eyes as she laughed at something a customer said. “When they’re here together, you can feel it. How much they not only love but also like each other. How settled it is.” I paused, then added quietly, “It’s kind of inspiring.”

Quinn didn’t joke. She didn’t deflect. She just nodded once, thoughtful, like she was filing that away.

I let the word inspiring hang between us. As proof that forever wasn’t a myth.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her fingers tap lightly against her knee. She looked away for a second, like she was suddenly very aware of where she put her eyes.

Quinn cleared her throat. “Anyway. Back to the reason I was looking for you.”

I turned back to her. “Right. Tell me.”

“This morning, when I went to show the field some love before tomorrow’s game, I noticed the complex pool is open,” she said. “I wanted to see if you wanted to hang out at the pool with me.”

I immediately started shaking my head. “You’ve lost your mind. It’s the first week of May. That water would be freezing.”

“I said hang out at the pool, not in the pool.” She laughed. “When I got out of the shower this morning, I caught sight of my farmer’s tan and almost scared myself.”

She pushed up the sleeve of her T-shirt and tugged the collar down just enough to show the sharp line where tan met pale skin. My gaze went straight to the place where her neck met her shoulder. Heat slid low in my stomach before I yanked my eyes back up.

“That is a very serious tan line,” I replied, trying to sound casual.

“Right?” She grinned. “Don’t make me go alone.”

“Okay, fine,” I said, still very aware of that strip of skin. “Let’s go to the pool.”

Her smile softened. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I nodded, surprising myself with how easy it felt.

She pushed up out of the chair. “I’m going to grab a coffee before we head out. Do you want anything?”

I slid my bookmark into place, tucked the paperback into my backpack, and stood. “No, but I’ll stand in line with you.”

We walked over to the counter and joined the short line. As Quinn stepped up to order, the bell over the door jingled again, and I glanced back.

“Hey, Andi.” I smiled at the blonde woman walking in.

Her hair was pulled into a low ponytail, wisps escaping around her face, and there was a faint streak of paint on her forearm. Andi always looked like she had just walked off a job site in the best possible way.

“Hey, neighbor.” She leaned in for a quick hug.

“Haven’t seen much of you lately,” I said as I adjusted my backpack on my shoulder. “Work gotten busy?”

“Very,” she said with a small laugh. “Always happens this time of year. The weather warms up, and everybody suddenly wants to rip out walls and build decks.”

“That sounds like a good problem to have.”

“It is,” she said, grinning.

Andi’s gaze flicked briefly past me, curious but unintrusive, taking in Quinn at the counter before settling back on me.

Quinn came back to my side with her cup, standing a little closer than necessary. I could feel her arm against mine, warm even through my sleeve.

Andi turned toward her and held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Andi Abbott. Sadie and I are neighbors.”

“Quinn,” she said, shaking Andi’s hand.

I felt the tiniest shift in the way Quinn held herself next to me. A small tightening, like muscle flexing.

I rested my fingers lightly against Quinn’s forearm, just a small touch, and looked at Andi. “Quinn is the new softball coach at the high school. She also lives in our complex.”

Andi’s eyes lit up. “So, if you work at the high school, you must know my brother.”

Quinn frowned slightly. “Maybe. What grade is he in?”

Andi laughed. “Oh, no. He’s not a student. There’s an age gap between us, but not that much of one. He’s the boys’ basketball coach. Ty Abbott.”

Recognition crossed Quinn’s face. “Oh. Yeah. I know Ty. Super nice guy. The kids really seem to like him.”

“Yeah, he’s a good guy. Helps me out occasionally. He’s a better basketball coach than carpenter,” Andi said with a chuckle. Then she looked back at me. “We should grab a drink soon.”

“That sounds great,” I said. “We’re headed to the pool now. You should join us if you’re not busy.”

The words barely left my mouth before I felt Quinn go almost perfectly still beside me.

“Maybe some other time,” Andi said easily. “I’m meeting the family for lunch.” She gave me a quick side hug. “Quinn, it was nice to meet you.”

“Same,” Quinn replied.

Quinn’s voice was polite, but it had lost some of its usual warmth. If I hadn’t known her as well as I did, I might not have noticed. But I did. I knew where her shoulders sat when she was relaxed, and right now, they weren’t anywhere near that. And the small, pleased flicker that sparked at the idea that she might be jealous probably said things about me I shouldn’t examine too closely in public.

Andi headed toward the counter, and I bumped my shoulder gently against Quinn’s. “Ready to even out that tan?”

“Sure,” she said, her mouth tipping into a half smile again. “Let’s do it.”

We stepped out onto the porch, sunlight spilling across the worn wooden boards. The air had warmed, and the light caught the side of her face, glinting off the edge of her cap. As we walked toward the parking lot, my brain made a quick inventory. Shave legs. Find the drawer I shoved my swimsuit in last year.

I checked the time on my phone and did the math. “Meet at the pool in forty-five minutes?” I asked.

Quinn nodded. “That works. See you there.”

She headed toward her Jeep, long easy strides, cap pulled low, coffee cup swinging loosely from her hand. I watched her longer than I should have, my heart doing that annoying little spin it had perfected over the last few weeks.

Then I turned toward my own car, already picturing her stretched out by the pool, sun on her skin, farmer’s tan and all.

The huntress in my book wasn’t the only one standing on the edge of something dangerous.

I punched in the code and swung the gate open, glancing around the pool deck as I stepped inside. A handful of people were scattered around, towels draped over chairs and drinks sweating in plastic cups, but there was no sign of Quinn. I claimed a pair of lounge chairs off to the side, close enough to the pool to feel included but far enough away for decent people watching. After wrestling my towel into place and adjusting the chair to just the right notch, I finally settled back.

Quinn had been right about getting a little sun. I didn’t need to even out tan lines like she did, but a little color on my pale thighs wouldn’t hurt. I slid my sunglasses back into place and tipped my face toward the warmth, letting myself relax as I waited for her.

The gate slammed shut a few minutes later. I lifted my head and saw Quinn walking toward me, a towel slung casually over her shoulder. Something in my chest shifted, small but unmistakable, like my body had been waiting before my brain caught up.

“Hey. Sorry, I’m late,” she said. “My mom called and wanted to talk about one of my brother’s new girlfriends. Apparently, this one passed the mom test.”

“No problem,” I said, smiling up at her.

Quinn dropped the towel onto the chair beside and hooked her fingers into the hem of her T-shirt. I watched without meaning to as she pulled it over her head, my gaze tracking up her body, then back down again when she pushed her navy running shorts over her hips.

The black one-piece swimsuit she wore was simple and unassuming, which somehow made it worse. Or better. I wasn’t sure. This wasn’t anonymous. This wasn’t a hotel room. This was my actual life.

She cleared her throat. “Sadie. You okay over there?”

I blinked. “Yeah. Sorry. Just… wow. You weren’t kidding about the farmer’s tan.”

I grabbed the sunscreen from my bag and held it up. “Guess you don’t need this.”

She smirked. “Nah. I tan pretty easily.” Then, with a glance at my shoulders, “But with that pale skin of yours, you probably should. Need me to get your back?”

“Sure,” I said, passing her the bottle, because saying no felt impossible in the moment.

I pushed my sunglasses up into my hair, stood, and turned away, lifting my hair off my neck without thinking about how intimate the motion was.

The moment Quinn’s hands touched my skin, something in me went still. The lotion was cool at first, then warmed as her palms slowly spread it across my shoulders. Her hands moved down my spine, her thumbs pressing just enough to register as touch, not task.

I focused on the sound of the pool water, the low chatter around us, anything that would keep me from leaning back into her hands.

My thoughts scattered, caught somewhere between this is fine, and this is absolutely not fine. I stayed perfectly still, because moving felt like it would break whatever fragile thing had settled between us. And because, if I was honest, I didn’t want her to stop.

What surprised me most was how quiet she was. Quinn usually filled space with easy confidence and humor, but now she felt focused, almost careful. Her hands slowed near my lower back, fingers lingering like she was weighing something.

When she finally pulled away, the absence of her touch felt louder than the contact itself.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “All set.”

I turned to face her, and for a second neither of us moved. Her gaze held mine, searching and unsettled. My mind flashed back to Vegas. Dim hotel lighting. The heat of her attention then had felt exactly like this. This wasn’t supposed to come back with me. And yet, here it was.

“You missed my neck,” I said lightly, like it didn’t matter, my voice steadier than I felt.

She hesitated, then stepped closer again, squeezing a little more sunscreen into her palm. This time her touch was lighter. Her fingers skimmed the side of my neck, her thumb brushing just beneath my hairline. It was quieter than before and somehow more intimate. She rested her hand there for a second, then pulled away.

“Okay,” she said again, firmer. She capped the bottle and tossed it onto my chair. “I’m going for a swim.”

Before I could respond, she turned and dove into the pool. The splash was loud, decisive. Distance made physical.

I sat down, heart racing, skin buzzing, watching the water close over her. Whatever line we had just brushed up against hadn’t disappeared. It had only gone under.

When Quinn climbed out a few minutes later, water streaming down her arms, she didn’t look at me right away. She grabbed her towel and dried off slowly, like she was grounding herself.

“So,” she said finally. “What does your week look like?”

“Busy,” I said with a laugh. “Grading finals. Graduation Friday night. Finding creative ways to keep the underclassmen from turning feral. The usual end-of-year chaos.”

She nodded. “Same. First regional game Tuesday. If we win, we host on Thursday. If we win that, the substate is Saturday.”

“I’ll be there for all of it,” I said, then glanced at her. “You must be really proud of how the team has done this year.”

She nodded slowly, a grin spreading across her face like she couldn’t stop it. “Yeah. I am. When we had our first team meeting in January, I never would’ve guessed we would win the district tournament. But damn if they didn’t find a way.”

“It’s been fun to watch,” I said. “I think I’m cheering almost as loudly as some of the parents.”

“That’s saying something,” Quinn replied with a chuckle.

I smiled. “Who knew some woman I met in Vegas would turn me into a sports fan?”

“Hey,” she said lightly, shrugging her shoulders. “What happens in Vegas didn’t apply to me.”

“No truer words.”

A honking horn cut through the air. I looked up to see Andi waving as she drove past the pool. I lifted a hand and waved back.

Quinn followed my gaze. “Is that the woman from the coffee shop earlier?”

“Yeah,” I said, stretching my legs out. “That’s her.”

“What’s A Squared Construction?”

“Andi’s business,” I said. “She told me it was a play on her name and some tool. I don’t fully understand it, but I still think it’s cute.”

“Huh.” She was quiet for a couple of seconds before looking my way. “You two ever…?”

“No,” I said quickly, amused. “Never.”

“Really?”

I laughed. “No. We’re friends. Plus, I’m friends with her brother. It would be weird if we did, and Ty knew.”

Quinn tilted her head. “You’re telling me you’ve never hooked up with one of your friend’s siblings?”

“Okay, yes,” I said, holding up a finger. “But I was a teenager. That doesn’t count.”

She smirked. “Convenient rule.”

I narrowed my eyes playfully. “Why are you asking? Is it because Andi’s blonde?”

She shrugged. “You said it yourself. You have a type.”

“Types can change,” I said. “People do.”

Her gaze slid to mine. “Yeah?” she said softly. “Has yours?”

The question landed hard. Too close to the truth. Answering honestly felt like stepping off a ledge.

“I guess,” I said carefully, “tall, dark, and… distracting might be the new direction.”

Her eyebrows lifted. She ran her teeth across her bottom lip. “Interesting.”

I felt heat begin to creep up my neck. “I mean,” I added, shrugging, “if we’re going by what I’ve been reading lately.”

“Oh?”

“Vampires.”

She laughed, but her eyes stayed on me, like she knew that wasn’t the whole truth.


Chapter 13


I tossed the empty container into my bag and stood. “Alright, Lucette, I’m heading back to the classroom. I’ve got two more essays to grade.”

Lucette stared at me like I had just announced plans to build a canoe out of Post-it notes. “Girl. Grades are due by midnight.”

“I know.” I slung the bag over my shoulder. “I’ll finish before I head down to the field for the game.”

She shook her head, smiling like she already knew the outcome. “Tell Coach Quinn I said good luck.”

“Come to the game and tell her yourself.”

Lucette waved a hand. “Nah. Softball isn’t my thing. Besides, we’re having bar-b-q ribs and potato salad for dinner.”

I stopped mid-step. “Okay, I’m officially jealous. Your husband is making ribs, and my dinner will be a concession-stand hot dog.”

She smiled, smug. “Skip the hot dog and have that girl of yours take you to dinner after the game.”

I paused with my hand on the doorknob. “You know she’s not my girl.”

Lucette’s eyes narrowed, and she nodded slowly. “If you say so, Sadie. If you say so.”

“Stop,” I said, laughing even as heat crept up my neck. I pulled the door open. “I’ll see you at graduation tomorrow night. Save me a seat if you get there first.”

“You got it.”

I was halfway down the hall when I nearly collided with Quinn as she rounded the corner like she was late or trying not to be seen.

“Oh. Sorry,” she said quickly, stepping back.

I laughed reflexively. “It’s all good. Hey.” I studied her face. “I was starting to think you had fallen off the face of the earth.”

Her mouth twitched. “I saw you two nights ago. At the game.”

I nodded. “True. But you’ve been missing lunches.”

She blinked. “Have I?”

“Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday. Today.” I tilted my head. “That’s four days in a row.”

“Oh.” She shifted her weight, already halfway out of the moment. “Yeah. I’ve been… uh.” She gestured vaguely down the hall. “Teaching. Grading. Film review. Stuff.”

It wasn’t a good excuse, and we both knew it. I searched her face, trying to reconcile this guarded, distracted version of Quinn with the one who had shared fries with me, the one who had sat quietly beside me reading, the one who somehow knew exactly how I took my coffee without ever asking.

“Okay,” I said lightly, even as my chest tightened. “Just felt weird not seeing you.”

She hesitated, and for a split second it looked like she might say something else. Then she didn’t.

My gaze dropped to my shirt, the red Lady Dragons logo stretched across my chest. I smiled despite myself. “Big game today.”

Quinn’s expression softened immediately, pride cutting through whatever wall she had thrown up. “Yeah. Make it or break it.”

“You’ve got this,” I said. “The team’s ready. You can tell.”

She nodded. “They are.”

The hallway hummed around us. Lockers slammed somewhere down the way, voices echoing and fading. But the space between us felt still, like everything important had stepped out of time.

“I’ll be there,” I added. “Cheering super loud like usual.”

Her eyes met mine, and for a second, something cracked, just enough to show it was there. “I know,” she said quietly. “Thanks.”

She glanced toward the lounge, then back at me. “I should—”

“Yeah.” I stepped aside before she could finish. “Go. I won’t keep you.”

She gave me a small smile, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “See you tonight.”

“Tonight,” I echoed.

She walked away, and I stood there longer than I meant to, staring after her. The excuse replayed in my head, flimsy and rushed, unraveling the more I held it. She hadn’t been avoiding lunch. She had been avoiding me.

The realization settled heavy and clear, sharp enough to steal my breath. Whatever had shifted at the pool hadn’t scared me.

But it had absolutely scared her. Oh. Shit.

By the time I reached the field, the parking lot was already spilling over. Cars lined the grass, folding chairs unfolded and claimed, the air buzzing with anticipation. This wasn’t just another game. The stakes mattered, and people showed up when they did.

It was one of those perfect southern May evenings, the sky still impossibly blue, the breeze moving just enough to keep the heat from settling. Hot, but not punishing. The aluminum bleachers were warm beneath my hands as I sat down.

“Ms. Warren!”

I turned and waved at a couple of students a few rows down. A parent turned and nodded in recognition. I had been to enough games now that we all knew each other. Same faces. Same collective hope every time the girls took the field.

The Evanswood Lady Dragons, wearing all black, were on the field warming up. Black pants. Black jerseys. Red dragon slashed across their chests, and red numbers sharp against the dark fabric. Not the smartest choice for the heat, but I knew it had been intentional. They looked intimidating. Like a team that planned to get into your head before the first pitch.

Quinn stood near the dugout, arms crossed, hat pulled low, sunglasses in place. Completely at ease in the noise and movement. She looked formidable. Commanding. Like this field belonged to her, and she was daring anyone to prove otherwise.

She paced a few steps, stopped, and said something I couldn’t hear. The pitcher adjusted her grip. A glove snapped shut. The shortstop shifted her stance without question.

Quinn didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to. One look and the girls responded. One word and they listened.

It shouldn’t have surprised me how good she looked. But it still did. There was something about the black uniform, the red accents, the quiet authority in the way she moved that tightened my chest. Sexy wasn’t even the right word for it. She was in her element, and watching her coach felt intimate in a way I hadn’t expected.

The announcer’s voice crackled over the speakers, telling everyone that the winner of this game would advance with an automatic berth to sub-state. A Lady Dragon win would mean a championship run for the team and their first-year head coach.

The crowd rose as the starting lineup was called, applause rolling across the field. When Quinn turned toward the stands, scanning beneath the brim of her hat, she found me near the top of the bleachers. She gave me a small smile. And I watched her shoulders ease just a fraction, like she had checked something off a list she kept only in her head.

The first pitch came in hot for a strike. The inning unfolded fast. A grounder to third. A clean throw to first. Two outs before anyone had time to breathe. Quinn clapped once, sharp and precise, then pointed. The girls moved.

I watched her the entire time. The way she tracked every pitch. The way she stayed still when things went right and moved immediately when they didn’t. This wasn’t just a game to her. This was the season. Proof she belonged. That she could build something new and lead.

I let myself notice everything. I didn’t redirect or soften my thoughts. I didn’t tell myself this was just admiration.

I’m in love with my best friend.

The realization didn’t crash into me. It settled. Solid and certain.

Quinn. The woman who had once been a stranger in Vegas, all heat and reckless laughter and stolen hours that still lived in my body. The woman who had become my safe place. The one who knew my routines, my coffee order, my silences. The woman who had slipped past every wall I had built without ever trying to force her way through.

With Quinn, I didn’t feel like I was performing a version of myself that fit the room. I didn’t have to soften, sharpen, or explain. I was just me. More myself than I had ever been with anyone. We fit, not because we were the same, but because we balanced. Where I steadied, she challenged. Where she hesitated, I stayed.

She was nothing like anyone I had ever been with. And that was exactly why it worked.

When the Lady Dragons came up to bat, the energy shifted. The crowd leaned in. A sharp crack sent a line drive into left, and the bleachers exploded as the runner rounded first.

Quinn lifted a hand. Calm and measured. The runner listened and held at the base.

I love her. And she might never feel the same. That truth sat beside the other one without arguing.

Quinn was afraid. Of love. Of commitment. Maybe of how deep this thing between us had already gone. I had seen it earlier in the hallway, in the way she had pulled back, in the way she kept moving like stillness might make her feel too much.

I didn’t blame her or resent it. I just wished she wasn’t so scared.

The inning ended scoreless, tension still humming. Quinn jogged a few steps down the line, hands on her hips, surveying her team.

Whatever happened tonight, whatever this game brought with it, I knew one thing with absolute clarity. I loved her. And I would stay right here, cheering her on, until the very last out.

By the fourth inning, the sun had shifted, the right-field fence glowing in full light. The heat pressed down harder now, the air thick. We were trailing. Lady Dragons zero. Visitors two.

At the bottom of the inning, the first pitch came in tight. The batter squared around and dropped a bunt down the third-base line. The stands jumped to their feet as she sprinted out of the box, legs pumping, ponytail flying beneath her helmet.

Quinn clapped once from the third-base line, sharp, then pointed at first base, wordlessly telling her player to stay smart and locked in.

The next batter struck out swinging. The groan from the crowd was immediate, but Quinn didn’t move. She just watched the field like she was already thinking three steps ahead.

A wild pitch clanged off the fence. The runner on first broke, and I watched her dig hard, cleats biting into the dirt, arms pumping. The throw arrived at the same time, but she slid under it, hand smacking the bag. Safe. Again.

I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Quinn nodded once. She didn’t smile, but something in her posture shifted, like she could feel the opening.

With two outs, the next batter worked the count and sent a soft liner into shallow center. The runner on second hesitated, checked the fielder, and held at second.

Runners on first and second with two outs. The crowd rose again, electricity snapping through the stands.

Quinn called out to the batter and gave her a sign. The girl nodded and stepped back into the box. On the next pitch, the crack of the bat was unmistakable. The ball arced high toward right field, carrying, carrying, until it cleared the fence by more than a few feet. For a split second, everything went silent, like the world needed a moment to catch up. Then the home team side exploded.

I screamed with the rest of them as the runners rounded the bases, arms pumping, faces lit with joy. Three runs. Just like that. From nothing to everything.

Quinn pulled off her sunglasses, pressed a hand briefly to the brim of her hat, and let out a breath that looked like it had been waiting all season to escape. Then she clapped. Pride and control wrapped together.

The fifth and sixth innings flew by. In the top of the seventh, the Visitors pushed across two runs, flipping the score again.

When the girls jogged off the field toward the dugout, sweaty and dirt-streaked, there was no doubt the bottom of the seventh would decide everything.

The crowd stayed on its feet, buzzing and alive. I stayed standing too, eyes fixed on Quinn as she pulled her team in near the dugout entrance. She spoke low and steady, hands calm, completely grounded. The girls stacked their hands, then broke together, shouting “Win!” like they believed it with their whole bodies.

Quinn glanced up, scanning beneath the brim of her hat. When she found me, she smiled. No sunglasses now. Just that familiar curve of her mouth.

I smiled back. My heart pounding in my ears and my chest tight.

Bottom of the seventh. Home team. Last chance.

The first batter walked. The next reached on an error. Hope surged back through the stands, then two quick outs followed. Groans rippled. I stayed standing, hands clenched, unable to sit.

The next batter fought. Fouled one off. Took a ball. Fouled another. Then sent a line drive straight to second.

Game over.

The visiting team all ran toward the pitcher on the mound, shouting and raising their arms in celebration. The Lady Dragons stood where they were, stunned and disappointed.

Quinn removed her sunglasses and perched them on the brim of her hat. She gathered her team near the dugout, pulling them in close. She spoke quietly, one hand resting on a shoulder, another squeezing an arm. Pride was there with a little disappointment, too. The team hadn’t folded. They had fought hard. And she wanted them to know she was proud of them.

I loved her. I loved her in victory. I loved her in this loss. In the hard calls and the quiet leadership. In the way she stood tall, even when the ending of the game didn’t bend her way.

When the team finally broke apart, Quinn looked up toward the stands and found me.

I didn’t cheer or clap. I just met her gaze and nodded. I’m here.

I stood off to the side, watching as the field slowly emptied. Parents hugged their daughters. Players lingered, bags slung over shoulders, cleats dangling from fingers. Eventually the noise faded until there was only Quinn, standing at home plate, staring out toward the fence like she was still seeing the game unfold.

I walked through the dugout and onto the field, my footsteps soft against the dirt, and stopped a few feet away.

She looked over and gave me a tired, sad smile. “You stayed.”

“I stayed.”

She nodded once. “That was a tough one.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “I felt it for everyone. But especially you. And the girls.”

Quinn rubbed a hand over the back of her neck, eyes still on the field. “Let me shut the lights off and we’ll get out of here.”

“We don’t have to rush,” I said. “We can stand here for a minute if you want.”

She shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ll be right back.”

I watched her walk toward the light panel, shoulders set. Then, without warning, everything went black. Pitch dark. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face.

“Quinn?” I called. “Where are you? I can’t see a thing.”

I heard her laugh softly, and then her hand found mine, warm and sure, fingers threading through like muscle memory.

“Sorry,” she said. “Wasn’t thinking. Come on.”

I tugged her hand, pulling her to a stop. “Hey.”

She turned toward me, even though I couldn’t see her. I felt her attention shift to me like a click.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “I know it’s been busy, but you’ve just seemed… off.”

She didn’t move or say anything.

I tightened my grip. “Did I do something?”

“Nothing intentional.” She replied, almost whispering the words.

My chest tightened. “Then talk to me.”

She exhaled, long and shaky, like she had been holding it in for weeks. “Okay. I’m just going to swing for the fence.”

“I have no idea what that means,” I said, breathless now.

She stepped closer. I felt the solid press of her chest against mine, heat rolling off her skin.

“This,” she said softly. “It means this.”

And then she kissed me.

She took my mouth like she already knew the answer and was done pretending otherwise. Her hand slid up my back, firm and grounding, pulling me closer until there was no space left to question. I melted into her, fingers curling in her shirt, my whole body lighting up with recognition.

This wasn’t Vegas. No adrenaline, borrowed names, or clock ticking down. This kiss carried everything we hadn’t said. Every look held too long. Every almost moment where we had both stepped back instead of forward.

When she finally broke away, it was only enough to rest her forehead against mine. Her breath was uneven.

“I’ve been trying not to do that for weeks,” she murmured.

“Yeah?” I whispered.

She huffed a quiet laugh, her nose brushing mine. “Yeah.”

My hands tightened at her waist. “Then don’t stop now.”

She kissed me again, slower this time, deliberate, like she was choosing it instead of falling into it. I made a sound I didn’t mean to, as I slid my hands up her arms like my body had been waiting for permission. She kissed me deeper, slower, savoring, and I felt her respond instantly, a low sound vibrating against my mouth that went straight through me. This wasn’t reckless. It was anchored, familiar, and new all at once.

I broke the kiss just long enough to breathe. “Come home with me,” I whispered.

Quinn groaned as she dropped her forehead to my shoulder. “God, Sadie.”

I felt her frustration, sharp and real. Her hands tightened at my waist like she was fighting herself. “I can’t,” she said in a rough voice. “I really want to. But I can’t.”

I pulled back just enough to see her outline in the dark. “Okay,” I said softly, even though my whole body wanted to argue. “Why?”

She dragged a hand over her face. “I promised Molly and her parents I would stop by on my way home. Signing Day is tomorrow, and she’s torn between two schools. She asked for help deciding, and I told her I would.”

My chest ached in that strange, full way that comes with loving someone who shows you exactly who they are.

I nodded. “That matters.”

“It does. And I hate the timing,” she said quickly, misery edging into her laugh. “

“You would hate yourself more if you didn’t go.”

She met my eyes in the dark. “Yeah.”

I rested my hands on her chest, feeling her heart racing under my palms. “Then go be Coach Quinn. Be the person they need.”

Her mouth curved into a soft smile. “And you?”

“I’ll be here,” I said. “Very aware of what just happened.”

She laughed under her breath, then pressed her forehead to mine. “This isn’t done.”

“No,” I said. “It’s really not.”

She kissed me once more, slower this time, a promise instead of a collision, then pulled back. “I’ll text you when I’m done,” she said.

“I’ll be waiting.”

Quinn hesitated like she wanted to say more, then nodded and walked toward the gate, her silhouette fading into the dim light beyond the fence.

By the time I slid into the driver’s seat, my hands were shaking. Not from nerves. From recognition.

This wasn’t Vegas. There was no pretending this didn’t matter, no easy way to walk it back. Whatever we had just cracked open couldn’t be shoved back into place.

She wanted this. I knew it in the way she kissed me. In the way she fought herself before stepping away. In the fact that she hadn’t run. She had just paused.

Somehow, I already knew tonight wouldn’t be about want or heat. Or even the fact that we already knew exactly how the other tasted. Tonight would be the night we stopped pretending and finally told the truth out loud.

Whatever shape that takes, I’m ready.


Chapter 14


I pushed the cork back into the wine bottle, picked up my glass, and sank onto the sofa. I took a slow sip, then dragged a hand through my hair, restless energy buzzing just under my skin. The apartment was quiet. The kind of quiet that made every thought louder. I leaned my head against the cushion and stared through the sliding glass doors at the dark line of trees beyond the patio.

It had been two hours since I stood on home plate wrapped in Quinn’s arms. Two hours since my world tilted. I wasn’t pacing. I wasn’t spiraling. But something tight and expectant had settled low in my stomach, a mix of anticipation and nerves that had nothing to do with lust and everything to do with risk.

This wasn’t waiting for someone to text or to come over. This was waiting for someone to arrive.

A soft knock broke through the quiet. I set my glass down and stood, feeling a low flutter move through me. I didn’t check my phone. I didn’t ask who it was because I already knew.

When I opened the door, Quinn was there, hair still damp from showering, wearing jeans and a simple tee, like she hadn’t overthought it but had absolutely thought about it. Her eyes lifted to mine, something shy and unguarded sitting right there in the middle of them.

“I, um…” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I didn’t text.”

“No,” I said gently. “You didn’t.”

She held my gaze for a heartbeat and then another. “Is it okay that I just showed up?”

My chest tightened, warm and steady. “Yeah,” I said, stepping back so she could come in. “It’s very okay.”

She crossed the threshold slowly, like the air inside my apartment might be different now. Maybe it was. Maybe I was. Maybe we were.

“Would you like a glass of wine?” I asked. “I opened a bottle a bit ago.”

She smiled, soft and conflicted. “Yes. I do. But no, I don’t.” She walked over to the sofa and sat down, hands braced on her knees. “What I want to do is kiss you again. But I’m trying very hard to be a somewhat emotionally intelligent adult right now.” She glanced up at me. “Can we talk?”

“Yeah,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt as I joined her. “We can do that.”

She took my hand, lacing our fingers together like she needed the contact. “This is definitely not as easy as walking up to a beautiful woman in a bar and asking her to take a shot with me.”

I huffed a quiet breath. Trust her to acknowledge it.

She exhaled slowly. “You know that I haven’t really done relationships. Not in a long time. And that’s mostly because I got burned once, pretty badly, and I decided I didn’t want to feel that kind of hurt again.” Her thumb brushed over my knuckles. “So I stopped letting myself go there.”

I swallowed, my chest tightening. “I know. And I get it. You don’t have to—”

She squeezed my hand gently, but firmly, leaning in until she caught my eyes. “Let me finish.”

I nodded, heart pounding.

“You scare me,” she said. “This scares me. Not because of what I feel for you.” Her voice dipped, honest and unguarded. “But because there’s a chance you don’t feel the same.”

Something in me went still.

She held my gaze for several seconds without flinching or retreating. “Sadie, I’m in love with you.”

For a second, neither of us moved. Then I reached up, cupped her face in my hands, and kissed her. Not rushed or reckless, but slowly and full of everything I hadn’t said out loud.

Quinn made a small, desperate sound against my mouth, like the relief was almost too much, and I felt her hands slide to my waist, holding on.

When I finally pulled back, our foreheads still touching, I whispered, “I love you too.”

Quinn leaned in again, kissing me slowly, and I felt her smile against my mouth. Something in my chest went loose and steady all at once. I pulled back just enough to breathe, then stood. Quinn looked up at me, waiting, eyes wide and a little undone. I didn’t say a word. I just held out my hand.

She didn’t hesitate. She slid her fingers into mine and let me pull her up. For once, she didn’t lead. She followed.

We walked down the short hallway, hands still linked, steps quiet on the carpet. The bedroom was mostly dark except for a single slice of moonlight cutting through the blinds, painting the bed in soft silver.

I stepped into the room and tugged her in with me. Quinn followed, eyes adjusting, shoulders rising on a slow breath as she took it all in.

Then her gaze dropped to the corner of the bed.

She froze. “Well damn,” she whispered.

I glanced over my shoulder. “What?”

She pointed faintly. “Is that the flamingo I gave you?”

I rolled my eyes. “The one and only. His name is Pinko.”

Quinn’s voice went quiet in a way that hit me right in the sternum. “You kept him.”

“He was a good souvenir,” I said, pretending casual even as my chest tightened. “And he doesn’t judge.”

Quinn walked closer to the bed and brushed her fingers lightly over Pinko’s wing, reverent in a way that had nothing to do with stuffed flamingos and everything to do with Vegas, and names we didn’t use, and who we were before we ever saw each other clearly.

“That was the first thing I ever gave you,” she said softly.

I moved behind her, close enough that my breath stirred the ends of her hair. “Not the last.”

She turned, face inches from mine, eyes dark and certain. “I’m really glad it wasn’t.”

I raised one brow. “You good?”

Her laugh was low. “Sadie, I’ve been good since the moment you opened the door.”

I kissed her before she could say anything else. Her lips parted on a quiet sound that punched right through me. Her hands slid to my hips, not dragging me closer, just holding, which somehow made it hotter.

When I pulled back, she rested her forehead against mine, both of us breathing like the air had changed density.

“Still good?” I murmured.

She nodded, breath unsteady. “Tell me where you want me.”

The words went through me like an electric current. I didn’t answer with words. I took her hand and guided her backward until her knees hit the edge of the bed. She sat, eyes never leaving mine, expression somewhere between awe and finally.

I stood over her for a second, letting the moment settle. Moonlight on her cheekbone. The smallest smile tugging at her mouth, even now.

“This feels different,” she said quietly.

“It is,” I replied. “We’re not hiding behind shots this time.”

She huffed a soft laugh. “I would take a shot right now if it meant not shaking.”

I stepped between her knees and cupped her jaw with one hand, tilting her face up to meet mine. “Why are you shaking?”

“Because I want you,” she said, steady and unflinching. “And not just your body. I want all of it. All of you.”

Heat rolled through me so fast I didn’t bother pretending I wasn’t affected. I kissed her again, deeper, and she met me with equal hunger. Her hands slid up my back, under my shirt, fingertips warm against my spine. I felt a shiver move through me and didn’t hide it.

She smiled against my mouth. “Yeah,” she whispered. “That.”

I pulled back just enough to speak against her lips. “Lie down.”

There was no hesitation. No fear. She moved back on the mattress, eyes on me the entire time, like I was something she had been waiting on for longer than either of us admitted.

I followed her down, bracing on one hand beside her head, and kissed her slow enough to make time stretch around us. There was no hesitation left in either of us. Just heat, and laughter, and the kind of wanting that comes from knowing exactly who you’re choosing.

THE END


Thank You
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Till next time,

Jen Carter
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