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Emery Bates has exactly one problem she’s willing to admit, and it’s that she doesn’t have a girlfriend to take as her date to a wedding. Not because she needs a girlfriend, but because she needs an easier way to come out to college friends that she hasn’t seen in five years. When her next door neighbor ends up single a few weeks before the wedding, problem solver Emery realizes inviting Jordan along and faking romance for a week in Hawaii could be perfect for both of them.
 
Jordan Davis doesn’t worry about much, especially what will happen tomorrow. Life’s too short to plan every second, and it usually doesn’t work out anyway. When Emery invites her on an all-expenses paid trip to Hawaii, it’s not a hard sell. She’ll get to enjoy a tropical vacation with one of her closest friends, and she’ll get to spend more time with Emery, away from Emery’s hectic work schedule back in Austin.
 
But, there’s more to the request than Emery’s letting on, and there’s more to Jordan’s willingness to help than she wants to admit. It’s only eight days, but time passes differently when there’s nowhere to be and nowhere to hide. When lines blur between reality and fiction, both women have to decide if falling in love is worth the jump.
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CHAPTER ONE
Chapter One
 
“Can I ask you a question?” The words rolled out slowly as Emery tried not to give anything away. She needed to suss out Jordan’s mental state before she laid her cards on the table.
 
Jordan shifted her feet beneath her on the sofa and brushed an errant piece of hair away from her face. She stopped her ice cream laden spoon mid-air without speaking, surveying Emery with dark, unblinking eyes. 
 
The woman who sat across from Emery, like everything else in Jordan’s apartment, oozed personality. From the hair to the artwork to her strangely specific taste in ice cream—mint chocolate chip with strawberry syrup. 
 
“Is that a yes?” Emery sat up straighter but tried not to fidget. She stared off toward one of the paintings in the living room, an abstract piece Jordan had completed a few months ago. The bright, chaotic colors made Emery dizzy if she studied them for too long.
 
Jordan’s necklaces jangled as she shook her head back and forth and eyed Emery with suspicion. “Why are you acting so weird?” 
 
“Hey…” Emery pushed her foot into the arch of Jordan’s heel. Jordan’s movements stilled and she looked over expectantly. “I thought I was asking the questions here.”
 
Jordan shrugged her shoulders with a casualness Emery envied. “You’re sure taking your sweet time. What do you need?”
 
Why was this so hard? Working in public relations, she spent her days dealing with far bigger problems. Why was asking Jordan so difficult? 
 
Probably because Jordan had a whimsical air about her, but she was one of the most consistent and steadfast people Emery had ever met. She’d been pulled into Jordan’s orbit immediately, strangely unable to contain her curiosity. She’d seen her around the apartment complex a few times before then, all smiles and a confidence that radiated from her. 
 
People like Jordan tended to make Emery uneasy, and in her experience, they used brightness to distract from a darkness they didn’t want people to see. But as she’d learned over the past year, that bias was completely untrue where Jordan was concerned, and Emery was glad she hadn’t decided to keep her distance.
 
Emery had met her as Jordan was coming back from a lunch run, paint splattered across her clothing, her hair tied in a messy bun—a red ombre at the time instead of the current purple. But she had a calmness, like she was exactly where she was meant to be at any given time. Emery had envied that from their first official meeting, Jordan’s chaotic energy always tempered by an evenness running below the surface, her carefree nature possible because she always seemed to be in control of the choices she made.
 
“I need a favor.” Emery let the words hang between them. A huge favor—but maybe beneficial to both of them in the end. She hoped.
 
“Wassat?” Jordan responded, finally scooping the ice cream into her mouth before small droplets spilled onto her folded leg and the sofa underneath her.
 
She pushed the words out quickly before she choked on them. “I want you to come with me to the wedding in Hawaii I’ve been talking about.”
 
Jordan swallowed her ice cream and sat quietly for a moment. Her eyes darted across Emery’s face, rooted in place with Jordan’s focused stare. “What do you mean with you?” Jordan asked, enunciating the last few words.
 
Emery faltered for the first time since the exchange began. Was she really going to do this? To ask Jordan to do this with her? The idea hadn’t seemed so crazy this morning when she’d woken up with it lodged in her brain, but now, under Jordan’s stare, she considered the implications for the first time. “Can’t one friend give another friend an all-expenses paid trip to Hawaii for a week?”
 
“Eight days,” Jordan corrected her. 
 
Emery’s brow drew upward in surprise that Jordan had been paying such close attention the few times she’d mentioned it. She ignored the small flip in her stomach and focused on the task at hand. “So now we’re haggling over the length of the trip?”
 
“I think if it were that simple, everyone would be looking for more friends like you. What’s the catch?” Jordan stood up and wandered over to the kitchen and grabbed the rest of the ice cream out of the freezer. She kicked the door shut with her bare foot and placed the almost empty container on the island in front of her. She flexed her palms down on the hard counter and spread her athletic frame wide as she rolled her shoulders. Her loose tank top hung across one shoulder, part of her tanned clavicle exposed and flexing as her hands pushed into the granite beneath them.
 
Emery followed Jordan’s movements with her eyes, struck by how comfortable Jordan always seemed, her long arms slightly bent at the crook of her elbows as her fingers tapped errantly. Jordan’s temperament was so different from her own, her brown eyes soft yet perceptive. Like she saw everything but never let it frustrate her. 
 
She stared at Jordan for a beat longer before she spoke. “Well, the way I see it, you could use a vacation after getting dumped, and I need a date to the wedding.” The physical distance between them made it easier for Emery to articulate what sounded stranger by the moment. She’d made a mistake by not practicing the words out loud beforehand like she did with press releases. The magnitude of the request hit her squarely in the gut as each word slipped out of her lips for the first time.
 
Jordan scooped more ice cream into her bowl and haphazardly drizzled strawberry syrup across the top. Damn, she was making Emery work for every word right now. Not that Emery blamed her. As the words tumbled out, she became less certain with each passing moment. 
 
“That’s kinda harsh,” Jordan lamented before quickly bouncing back. “And I didn’t get dumped. We decided to go our separate ways. For someone asking for a favor, you could have a little more tact.” She pointed her spoon at Emery like a wand and flicked it around with her wrist.
 
Jordan and her now ex-girlfriend, Alicia, had already been dating when Emery had moved into the apartment complex a year ago. Although she’d known them for the same amount of time, she’d never especially liked Alicia. And she’d gotten the sense Alicia didn’t like her, although she’d always tried to be friendly and congenial during the brief times they engaged with one another. Jordan was a great person, and Emery had played nice with people she liked far less to ensure the few relationships she had didn’t suffer. She chalked up dealing with Alicia to the cost of keeping Jordan in her life. A worthwhile trade-off.
 
She was surprised when Jordan had told her they’d broken up, although strangely relieved. Another thought she pushed away when it flitted through her mind. Nothing had really changed for Emery after the split except she didn’t need to text anymore before she showed up with coffee in case Alicia had slept over.
 
Emery’s shoulders hunched before she stood up and walked to the opposite side of the kitchen island. She placed her own palms down on the counter and mirrored Jordan’s previous position. “I’m sorry. That was thoughtlessly cruel. I know you’ve been going through a tough time. I think it could do us both some good.”
 
Jordan lifted a sculpted eyebrow so high it almost disappeared behind a side-swept bang. “And what’s the good in this for you?”
 
“Having your gorgeous mug around.” Emery’s voice was light as a lopsided grin formed on her face.
 
“Good try. At least don’t insult my intelligence. We may not all be college educated, but I’m smart enough to know you’re being evasive.”
 
“That’s not what I was saying…” 
 
“Spit it out already then.” 
 
Emery squirmed with the intense stare leveled in her direction and said the words before she lost her nerve. “I want you to pretend to be my girlfriend at the wedding.”
 
“Excuse me?” A look settled across Jordan’s symmetrical face that she couldn’t decipher.
 
Emery willed herself to push forward. “I wouldn’t have asked if you and Alicia were still dating because that would be weird, but now that you aren’t, it seemed like a better idea.”
 
“That’s the weird part of this request? I’m actually single now?”
 
Emery let out an exasperated sigh and ran her hand through her hair. “Look, I get it. But I was thinking a nice post-breakup vacation could be just what the doctor ordered for you.”
 
“You called it a favor though which means you should be getting more out of it than I am. What might that be? Because lesbian bed death is real. We could be in one of those loveless relationships where we don’t even have sex.”
 
Emery blushed, her skin hot and itchy under Jordan’s stare. “That’s not what I’d be getting out of it.” 
 
“Do you write mystery novels or something? You’re really keeping this going.”
 
“Jesus Christ, Jordan. You’re making me regret this with each passing second.”
 
She smirked. “Wow, it’s like we’re already in a real relationship.” 
 
“I haven’t come out to anyone yet.” Emery’s face turned a deeper shade of red than it had been moments ago, and she stared down at the tiny flecks in the granite countertop.
 
Jordan’s movements stilled as she stared across the counter with wide, unblinking eyes. “What?”
 
“I haven’t come out to any of my college friends yet. I know I should have, but there was never a right time.” Emery took a deep breath and continued. “And I haven’t seen them in a while. I kept telling myself I’d do it in person, but we haven’t all met up together in years. Since college, actually. I don’t want to go to the wedding and pretend I’m straight or have to have a conversation with everyone individually or whatever. If I bring a girlfriend, I don’t have to play twenty questions.”
 
“But...you don’t have a girlfriend.” Jordan gave her a cheeky grin.
 
Emery rolled her eyes and pointed back and forth between them. “Which is the entire reason this conversation is happening.”
 
“So…” Jordan twirled her spoon around the bowl, dragging the moment out. “You want me to pretend to be your girlfriend to save you from coming out to everyone?”
 
Emery huffed and ran her fingers through her hair. “When you say it like that, it sounds immature.”
 
“And how would you say it?” Jordan’s lips twitched back and forth in amusement as she waited for an answer.
 
Emery chewed at the inside of her lip thoughtfully. “I’m asking you to support a friend as she navigates the complexities of a nuanced situation.”
 
Jordan let out a low whistle. “Shit. No wonder they pay you so much to do good PR spin.”
 
“Spin is inherently favorable. You don’t really need to say good,” Emery answered through gritted teeth.
 
“You sound like an ass when you say things like that,” Jordan chirped back, shaking her spoon in Emery’s general direction.
 
Emery’s face softened. “I know. I’m sorry. This is stressful for me.” 
 
Stressful was an understatement. She felt the stress through the tips of her toes and in every strand of hair on her head. It was the kind of stress that kept her up at night, tossing and turning until her sheets were nothing but a rumpled mess beneath her sweaty and frazzled body. She’d wake up with a few blissful moments of reprieve, only to remember the impending wedding and be confronted with her feelings about it.
 
Why did it have to be so hard? So many people came out. Hell, she’d already come out to people in Austin. There was something about telling her friends that she couldn’t quite wrap her head around, couldn’t force the words out—even through a text message. Her roommates. Her confidants. The people who’d shaped her drunken nights and hungover mornings. More than anything, she hated her weakness. She hated that she wasn’t braver and that she gave a fuck about people’s opinions of her.
 
Jordan put down the spoon she’d been holding and walked around to Emery, who was now wide-eyed and taking in rapid breaths. “And you haven’t found a better spin for this?” Jordan teased, unaware of the war raging inside Emery’s mind. “It’s really what you think makes sense?”
 
Emery thought about it for a beat, willing her body to return to a status where she could think clearly and the blood wasn’t rushing through her brain like a tiny orchestra had taken up residence between her ears. It wasn’t her best idea, but it wasn’t her worst by any stretch of the imagination. Having a fake girlfriend was efficient. She wouldn’t have to tell everyone she was a lesbian, and she’d get to spend a week—eight days, she reminded herself when she thought about Jordan’s smug words—on a beautiful island with her closest friend. What could possibly go wrong? 
 
“I’m not thinking very clearly about anything right now, but I know we’d have a blast in Hawaii together.” She paused for a moment and struggled to regain her composure, her fingers fidgeting awkwardly at her sides. “And I know you’ve become my best friend over this past year, and you’d make me proud to be your fake girlfriend.”
 
Jordan laughed and moved in for a hug. Their bodies connected for a few seconds before Jordan shifted backward, her long limbs looping gently around Emery’s hips. Jordan pouted and Emery worried for a second she was going to say no. “I want to go snorkeling and cliff diving.”
 
“Is that a yes?” The hopefulness in Emery’s voice bordered on embarrassing. She bounced from her heels to the balls of her feet and tried to restrain her excitement.
 
Convincing Jordan was easier than expected, and it was hard to imagine the plan had come together without more begging. Jordan was definitely the “go-with-the-flow” type, but the ease with which Jordan’s agreement happened surprised her.
 
“It’s a yes,” Jordan answered with an infectious smile. “All I ask is that you’re honest with me. This is a complicated situation, and I want to know what I’m dealing with.”
 
Emery’s eyes faltered with the request, but she plastered on a smile. “You’re the best,” she squealed, enveloping Jordan into another tight hug. “I will buy you all the ice cream and take you on all the snorkeling trips your heart can handle.” Emery was as honest with Jordan as she was with herself. That counted, right?
 
Jordan pulled her body back slightly and lifted an eyebrow. “I said cliff diving, too”
 
Emery let out a high, nervous laugh. “Yeah, we’ll talk about that one.”
 
***
 
Jordan crawled from her bed as the knocking at her front door continued. She didn’t need to check her phone to know that it was early. Too early for unscheduled visits unless it was Publisher’s Clearinghouse to tell her she was now a millionaire. Was that even still a thing? She’d remembered the commercials as a kid, but she hadn’t had cable television in a decade. She worked to shake the thoughts of her childhood away as she padded through the living room in her boy shorts and a tank top. Hopefully, they’d let her change before the photo-op. 
 
“What?” she snapped as she swung the door open, bleary-eyed and less chipper than normal. She’d slept surprisingly poorly last night, but the day had decided to move forward whether she was a willing participant or not.
 
“I made coffee.” Emery stood on the other side, fidgeting back and forth with two mugs perched precariously in her hands.
 
“What time is it?” Jordan eyed her next door neighbor and, apparently, fake girlfriend. Emery was annoyingly bubbly this morning, her blonde hair in a high ponytail, dressed casually for the day in a pair of dark, tapered jeans and a simple green tank top. Much less buttoned up than her typical blazers and slacks. But Emery looked perfect in whatever she wore, and Jordan couldn’t help but give her a once-over that she worked to temper quickly.
 
Emery didn’t seem to notice, lost in her own thoughts. “It’s eight. I wanted to chat since we’re only about a week away from leaving.”
 
“Should I be expecting you to slip an itinerary under my door or something? I didn’t think there’d be that much to process. I’m starting to feel like we’re actually in a relationship.” Jordan put her forearm against the doorframe and leaned her head against it, sighing dramatically.
 
Emery scoffed and moved by her into the apartment, their bodies brushing slightly. Jordan shifted closer to the door to let her pass. “I’ve never done anything half-assed, and I’m not about to start with this,” Emery said as she placed the cups on the counter.
 
“But...we talked about it yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that when you first asked me. What else do you possibly need to tell me that we can’t sort out on an eleven-hour flight?”
 
“Your outfit for the wedding.” Emery seated herself at the kitchen island, an imperceptible look in her eye that didn’t bode well for Jordan’s sanity. 
 
Jordan took a sip of her still-hot coffee and began to come to life. Exactly how she liked it. Black with a dash of cream and sugar. Emery sure had some facets of this whole fake girlfriend thing down. Jordan took another quick sip of coffee, her eyes darting away from Emery. “What about my outfit for the wedding?” 
 
Emery ran her hands down the front of her shirt like she was working out the wrinkles. But Emery’s clothing didn’t have wrinkles. Ever. “I wanted to know what you planned on wearing.”
 
Jordan smiled and took another sip of coffee before speaking. “A bikini. Maybe a pair of short shorts over it if there’s a light breeze on the beach.” 
 
“What?” Was that a blush on Emery’s face? Her eyes were wide and a deeper blue than usual in contrast to the heat fanning wild across her cheeks. The coffee cup she’d picked up stilled, frozen halfway between the counter and her mouth. 
 
“Oh my god. Calm down. I have an entire closet full of clothes.” Jordan couldn’t help but flash a wicked grin. “Unless you wanted to match for your coming out party. How very junior prom of you.” She laughed and rolled her shoulders. Emery had put her through the ringer these last few days, and she needed to get some amusement out of the situation.
 
“That’s not funny.” Emery leveled a stare at Jordan she knew was meant to intimidate. A stare she’d seen Emery use once on co-workers when she’d visited her downtown office to pick her up for lunch. Strangely, as she considered it, one of the only times they’d hung out outside of their apartments.
 
“Anything can be funny if you laugh at it.” Jordan worked to keep the conversation light, surprised at Emery’s coldness.
 
“Well, I don’t find it funny.” Emery’s controlled veneer faltered for a moment as discomfort flashed across her face.
 
She didn’t love Emery’s behavior right now, but she knew coming out could be hard, and the look in Emery’s eyes reminded her of a scared, wounded animal trying to protect itself. “Em, it’s going to be okay. We’re already friends. I know about your life.” She paused and took another sip of coffee. “No one is going to doubt us,” she continued reassuringly, flashing a broad smile she’d been told before could melt even the coldest hearts.
 
“I’m starting to think this was a bad idea.” Emery picked at the countertop with a short well manicured fingernail. It had no impact on the smooth granite, but she seemed to find comfort in the act.
 
It was a strange proposition, but the more days that had gone by, the more Jordan grew excited for the trip. Spending a week in Hawaii with a beautiful woman and pretending to be in love wasn’t the worst hardship. It wasn’t in her best interest to push Emery, who was clearly more fragile about the whole situation than she’d let on, to think it was a bad idea. “Do you want to go dress shopping today, Em?”
 
Emery shifted her gaze from her focus on the countertop. A smile worked its way across her lips that made Jordan’s heart soften with its sincerity. “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
Less than an hour later, they strolled down the streets of Austin, checking out a few of the local boutiques. Emery was quiet and contemplative as they walked. “Cat got your tongue?” Jordan gently prodded her with an elbow as they turned into a store.
 
“I’m feeling a little overwhelmed.”
 
“I find that hard to believe given how much planning you’ve already managed to execute in the last few days. What are you overwhelmed about?”
 
“I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to tell people. I just want to live my life.” Emery was always forthright, but she’d never been especially emotionally expressive, choosing to spend her time discussing things and abstract ideas instead of feelings. It was something Jordan had found surprising about her when they’d first met, a lot going on below the surface Emery obviously didn’t want to share.
 
Jordan paused. It was a fair statement, and she worked to choose her next words carefully. “Then why go through all of this?”
 
“I mean, how can I not tell them?” Emery stared at a shirt on a mannequin and refused to look at Jordan.
 
“You work with people every day who pay you a lot of money to keep their private lives and public lives separate. I wouldn’t fault you for wanting to do the same.” Jordan didn’t quite get the sentiment, but she was trying to throw Emery a lifeline. A lifeline she seemed to desperately need and yet intended to reject.
 
“But...these people are part of my private life. The life I’m supposed to live unabashedly and honestly. I’m never going to send a memo out about my shit at work, but my friends, the people I spent years with, it feels weird not to tell them.” Emery brushed her fingers along a rack of dresses hanging on the wall, the bright prints popping against the muted backdrop of the store.
 
“Are you worried they won’t accept you?” Jordan asked, her brow furrowing. She hadn’t considered the idea until this moment. “Because if they don’t, they were never your friends to begin with.”
 
“No, it’s not that.” Emery moved to another row so Jordan couldn’t see her anymore. “I used to talk a big game. I don’t want them to know how wrong I was.”
 
Jordan popped her head around the rack. “Talk a big game about what?”
 
Emery grimaced. “About having it figured out. About knowing exactly what I was doing with my life. About being in control.”
 
Jordan gave her a perplexed look. “But you’re still in control.”
 
Emery let out a sigh Jordan found slightly annoying, like she was going to have to explain something to a small child. “It’s not that simple.” 
 
“I don’t understand...” She wasn’t trying to be difficult, and she knew the coming out process was different for everyone, but it felt like there was more than Emery was letting on. She decided to change the subject for both their sakes. “What do you think about this one?” The dress was light blue with darker blue accent colors and would fall mid-thigh given her height.
 
“I like it,” Emery answered neutrally before she moved quickly to busy herself in the next row over.
 
Jordan followed Emery. “How are you going to drag me dress shopping this early in the morning and then not even fawn over my choices like the loving girlfriend you’re supposed to be?”
 
“It would look hot on you. Is that what you want to hear?” Emery gave her an even stare and moved yet again to a different row. Jordan couldn’t see her anymore, but she knew Emery was staring at the different pieces in quiet concentration, and, for whatever reason, working hard to ignore their conversation.
 
“All I want to know is if my girlfriend likes the dress I picked out.” She almost blushed at the statement. Saying the words made them feel strangely real, and that’s not what was happening. It would be better when other people were around, and she could focus on the character built for the sake of Emery’s coming out storyline. The acting would become more important when there were guests in the audience. She’d taken a few theatre classes for fun a couple of years ago, and of all the people who’d paid to be there, the director had told her she had the most promise. Hell yeah she did.
 
“Yes,” Emery answered quietly, her eyes focused on a dress. 
 
Seriously, what was wrong with her today? Emery’s job was to talk, and suddenly, she couldn’t piece together more than a few words at a time. “Are you okay?” Jordan asked, following her to the third row in less than five minutes. Thankfully, it was the row against the wall and no more easy escape routes. She felt like Emery was still holding back, and it was confusing as hell given this was her idea.
 
“I’m fine.” Emery flipped errantly through a rack of dresses, none of them holding her interest for longer than a few seconds.
 
Jordan tried a different tactic on this long road to nowhere. “Tell me more about your friends then. What should I know and expect?”
 
Like a switch had been flipped, Emery’s posture changed, Jordan almost pushed back with the force of it. “They’re all college friends.”
 
“Okay, well I never went to college, so can you clarify what that’s supposed to imply? Like keg stands and football games or secret societies and human sacrifice rituals?”
 
For the first time since they left the house, Emery laughed. It was a light, sweet sound, and her shoulders rounded out. “Nothing like that. God, you’re dramatic.” She paused for a moment. “Except the keg stand part. I was pretty good back in the day.”
 
Jordan let out a small whoosh of air. “Ms. One Glass of Wine and you fall asleep was Queen of the Keg Stands?”
 
“I was young and impressionable. I did tell you I never do anything half-assed, keg stands included.”
 
Jordan picked out a few more dresses as Emery began to relax. Maybe they’d be here more than five minutes which had seemed unlikely when they’d walked in. “So, your friends…” she gently prodded. “I just don’t want to be flying blind.”
 
Emery’s focus was lost for a moment before she zoned in to the conversation. “I haven’t seen anyone since college. Rachel is getting married. A few other people from the friend group will be there as well, although I’m not sure who.”
 
“You haven’t talked to any of them?”
 
Emery bristled, and Jordan knew she’d struck a nerve. “I’ve been busy.”
 
“Easy, killer. That’s totally fine. All I’m trying to do is get the lay of the land, not start World War Three.”
 
“You’ll meet them when we get there.”
 
“Is that your way of saying you have the utmost confidence in my ability to woo a room?” Jordan asked, her arm weighed down with the dresses she’d picked up during their short exchange. “I’m going to try these on. Are you coming?”
 
Once she shut the fitting room door, Jordan took a few seconds to compose herself. Emery was usually buttoned up, but this was above and beyond how she’d ever seen her. She hoped this Emery wouldn’t be present for the entirety of their trip, or it could quickly become the least fun vacation in the history of the world. 
 
She shimmied out of her clothing as she pushed the worry away and slipped on the first dress. “Em?” she called from the fitting room.
 
Emery’s voice was faint from somewhere beyond the door. “What’s up?”
 
“Can you zip me up? I forgot most dresses are a two-to-tango situation.” Seriously, why did a garment meant for one person take two to put on? 
 
She heard a gentle knock from the other side. “It’s me.”
 
Emery stood outside the door quietly until Jordan was in a state to open it. She thought about requesting a password but figured that wouldn’t be appreciated right now, and she needed Emery’s help. She had the dress pulled up around her body with a hand wrapped behind her back to keep it clasped in place, the only way to ensure she didn’t flash the entire dress shop. “Seriously, what the fuck is up with dresses zipping in the back?” she half-yelled as she opened the door.
 
Emery stared at her once the door opened, her mouth slightly open and her eyes wide, like she’d seen something she wasn’t supposed to see. It wasn’t like her, and she wondered where the false modesty suddenly came from. Although Emery did have very pretty eyes, even more so now. They were larger than usual, the blue popping against the brightness of the changing rooms. Staring into them wasn’t the worst hardship someone had ever bestowed on her. 
 
She shook the thoughts away and grinned, turning quickly so she faced away, her back exposed toward Emery. “Zip me?” she asked again, noticing Emery hadn’t moved from her position.
 
“Yeah, sure thing.” Tentative hands brushed up her spine. Emery’s knuckles dusted so lightly over her vertebrae she wondered if she’d imagined them. But as she felt the cold zipper against her skin and the tightness of the dress around her body, she knew Emery had done her job.
 
“Thanks.” She took a step toward the mirror outside the changing room, Emery moving wordlessly to let her pass. She held her hair up around her neck to mimic an up-do, and she gave herself an appraising look in the mirror, jutting her shoulders in turn toward the large mirror like a model striking a pose.
 
Her latest hair color was her natural dark brown with a purple ombre tint that blended in near the bottom, hanging a few inches below her shoulders in light waves across her back. When she’d gotten it done weeks ago, she’d wondered if she’d gone too far, the bright hue almost too much for her constantly shifting boundaries. The color and style had grown on her in the weeks since, and it almost felt strange at this point to imagine babies couldn’t be born with purple hair.
 
She caught Emery rolling her eyes in the mirror. “I saw that,” she said, making eye contact through the reflection. “Don’t you want your girlfriend to look beautiful?” She made a pouty face for added impact and winked which earned another eye roll and half-hearted groan from Emery this time.
 
“Well, aren’t you oozing charm this morning,” Emery said plainly. “And here I thought I’d have to give you note cards on appropriate behavior, too.”
 
Jordan turned around quickly, her body inches away from Emery’s. The other woman’s eyes went wide at the unexpected intrusion, and she instinctively backed up against the fitting room door that had swung closed as Jordan had admired herself in the mirror. She took a step forward, her bare feet silent on the tile floor. The fluorescent lighting should have cast a washed out tone over the moment, but the exchange felt charged, and Jordan found it difficult to stop herself given Emery’s big eyes and surprised face. 
 
“Don’t worry, babe.” She emphasized the last word and took a step closer like an animal circling its prey. Emery’s eyes darted back and forth at the movement as she tried to follow the small, rapid changes. What the hell had gotten into her this morning? Was she trying to give Emery or herself a heart attack? She had no idea, but she was too invested to stop. “No one at the wedding will question my commitment and adoration of you, Emery.” 
 
She pushed forward and placed a light, gentle kiss on Emery’s cheek before pulling back. Her face was warm and soft and her own lips tingled at the contact. She gave a small, mischievous smile and lifted her hand up to boop Emery lightly on the nose to break the tension that had built up, at least within her, during the strangely non-platonic exchange. 
 
And then, Jordan dissolved into a fit of laughter. Her shoulders hunched over as her hands pressed into her ribs. Her wheezes came out at an awkward octave, echoing around the small fitting room. 
 
A timid smile bloomed across Emery’s face then, too, her eyes furrowed in mock anger, her hand now gently resting where Jordan’s lips had been moments before. She let out a soft laugh. “Okay, you’ve officially got the part.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
Chapter Two
 
Emery’s fingers pushed into hard plastic. She’d noticed nail indentations the few times she’d been brave enough to remove her hand from the armrest and take a drink from her water bottle. 
 
Breathe in. Breathe out. Don’t think about the wings. Or the engine. Or the pilot. Or the landing gears. 
 
She’d forgotten how much she hated flying. Not a fear of crashing, but a fear of being up so high with no control if something went wrong. She’d already read her safety manual fastidiously, as prepared as possible in the event of an emergency.
 
Millions of people flew every day, and no one else on her flight seemed to want to crawl out of their own skin. She glanced around at the other passengers, but almost no one paid attention to the safety video. Thinking about the ordeal made her heart constrict, and a heaviness settled in her stomach that no amount of deep breathing tempered. Why did people subject themselves to this?
 
She tried to focus on Hawaii. On lush, tropical landscapes and white, sandy beaches. She imagined her breath as a light morning breeze, her exhales pushing softly against the fronds of the palm trees she hoped would grace the view from the hotel.
 
“Em, are you okay?” Jordan eyed her with concern. She couldn’t blame her. Emery was a messy jumble of nerves held together with muscle and skin and painful facial expressions. She probably should have admitted her fear of flying, but that would have only stressed Jordan out before the flight as well. No need for everyone to be a bundle of anxiety before takeoff.
 
The plane rumbled to life as boarding began to taper off, Emery’s anxiety ratcheting up a few extra notches until she couldn’t keep her fear in. “I don’t like flying.”
 
Jordan let out a small, quiet laugh. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered between their seats. 
 
“I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.”
 
“I could have brought you activities to distract you.” Jordan was lively and outspoken but thoughtful in the most unexpected ways. Emery could now add excellent in times of crisis to the list of Jordan’s great qualities.
 
“I’m not sure that’s how it works, but that’s a nice thought.” Emery smiled weakly at the sweet sentiment. Jordan was always thinking of other people. Always helpful without prompt. “How’s Mrs. Johnson dealing with your sudden departure?” Emery asked, finally distracted for a brief moment. 
 
Mrs. Johnson was a widow who lived in their apartment building, and she knew Jordan took her grocery shopping each week and got her mail, although Jordan had never mentioned it herself. 
 
“She’s good. We got her set up before the trip, and I made sure she had the building manager’s number in case she needed anything. Why do you ask about her?”
 
“I’m not really sure,” Emery admitted. “We’ve mostly spent time together in the little cocoon of our apartment building, and now we’re out here in the big world together. On a plane. With very large wings. And fewer safety precautions than I’d like.”
 
“Here, let’s try this.” Jordan rummaged in the bag between her legs, searching intently for something in the pockets. She gave a triumphant shout before pulling a crumpled newspaper out of her backpack.
 
Emery cocked her head to the side. “I don’t think reading about the state of the economy or our current administration’s policies is going to help right now.”
 
Jordan pushed her shoulder into Emery’s space and gently rocked against her. “First, you must be in bad shape because those are two of your favorite activities. And second, we’re not. I’m trying to find the crossword puzzle. They help me relax when I need a distraction.” 
 
Emery twitched her lips, her focus shifting to the tiny checkered boxes as Jordan opened to the crossword page. “Doesn’t it annoy you not to finish them?”
 
Jordan’s brow shifted upward, almost disappearing beneath her long bangs. “What do you mean?”
 
“Don’t you get annoyed when halfway through you get stuck and have to forget about it?”
 
“But I do finish them,” Jordan answered while she continued hunting around in her bag. “Aha!” she exclaimed loudly enough to attract the attention of the rows around them. She laughed and ducked her head low, uncapping the pen in her hand.
 
Emery let out a surprised little hum and focused more closely at the newspaper. “I didn’t know that.”
 
“There’s a lot about me you don’t know, Em.” She gave a small smile. “I’d like to think I’m full of surprises.”
 
“I guess so,” Emery said quietly. She pushed her body farther back into the seat as the plane began to lazily drive around the tarmac.
 
“Hey.” She looked down, the word accompanied by Jordan’s hand gently encircling her own. As she flicked her gaze upward, the smile on Jordan’s face calmed her, even for a brief moment. “It’s okay to be afraid. It’s not like they give out medals for who’s the best flyer.”
 
Emery finally laughed, some of the tension leaving her body. Jordan flashed her another megawatt smile, and Emery couldn’t help for a moment but think of Jordan on the beach, running around carefree and barely clothed. The woman’s enthusiasm and confidence enveloped her like a blanket wherever she went. Emery envied that about her, a small smile tugging at her lips at the thought, and she gave Jordan’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Hit me with the first crossword clue.”
 
***
 
One connecting flight and almost exactly twelve hours later, they arrived at the hotel. It was even more beautiful than Jordan had imagined, and she already had a pretty wild imagination. It was still mid-afternoon in Honolulu although they’d left early in the morning Austin time. Jordan’s body was wired. Her eyes darted around to the tropical foliage, beautiful buildings, and interesting guests, outfitted in their best, and sometimes laugh-inducing, tropical wear.
 
“I’ll get us checked in,” Emery said as she stood next to her, their bags unceremoniously dumped at their feet.
 
Jordan eyed Emery as she walked over to the check-in desk, her slightly wavy hair bouncing as she moved across the lobby. More comfortable than she had been at start of the journey this morning, but her posture was still stiff, and she knew Emery’s eyes darted around as she walked across the lobby, even though she wore sunglasses.
 
She watched silently as Emery talked to the concierge, her gentle laugh audible even across the room. It was difficult not to notice as a few people who walked by gave Emery an extra few seconds of their attention. Her white tapered pants, striped linen shirt, and oversized sun hat gave the impression she could easily be a celebrity vacationing away from the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles or whatever other places they sought respite from. 
 
Emery returned a few minutes later, Jordan aware of her movements in real time, a little envelope of key cards now stuck securely in the front pocket of her linen shirt. “Did I mention I’m digging the whole incognito celebrity thing you have going on?”
 
“I don’t look like a celebrity,” Emery answered, a slight clip in her voice.
 
“Well, you definitely don’t look like most of the other guests here.” Jordan gestured to older couples wearing matching Hawaiian print shirts and flip flops with socks. “We should get matching shirts though,” Jordan mused, running her finger idly across her chin in fake consideration.
 
“The bar wasn’t set high,” Emery said dryly. “And you’re one to talk. If I look like an incognito celebrity, you look like a full-blown A-lister right now.” Jordan glanced down at her body, her tight, black jeans already too hot for the weather. But she wore them all the time in Austin, so she was used to suffering for her artistic expression. Like Emery, she wore a light linen shirt, although hers was a seafoam green with small, pink flamingos patterned across it. “Where did you even get that shirt? I’ve never seen you wear it.”
 
Jordan pushed her sunglasses slightly down the bridge of her nose and flashed the whites of her teeth. “I told you. I have a whole wardrobe. Clothing is a medium like any other form of art, and I for one, never miss a chance to express myself.”
 
The comment earned a laugh from Emery, but the moment was interrupted as a porter materialized at their side. “Can I help you with your bags?” His hand was already extended toward the few suitcases at their feet.
 
“Sure.” Emery handed over her key card envelope. 
 
He loaded the bags on a trolley with a speed and efficiency that impressed Jordan and set off quickly away from the elevators. “Where’s he going?” Jordan asked, confusion drawn across her brow. “The elevator’s the other direction.”
 
Emery smiled bashfully. “We’re not staying in the towers. I mean, how often do we get to come to Hawaii?” she answered as she hurried across the white marble of the lobby to keep up with their bags.
 
Jordan followed behind, her boots clicking on the floor as she picked up her pace. They followed him for a minute or so, down a long hallway with glass on both sides, one view overlooking the beach, the other side a lush, tropical garden in the middle of the hotel. She marveled at the colors, the deep pinks and purples of the flowers on her left and the cerulean blue of the ocean on her right. She tried to memorize the hues, to absorb the intensity of everything into her mind to capture later. God, why had she never come here before?
 
“Oof,” Emery groaned as Jordan knocked into her, not realizing she’d stopped in the hallway. Her arms reflexively wrapped around Emery, her body warm against Jordan’s.
 
She didn’t have time to consider the collision or how Emery fit so well in her arms because her eyes went wide as the porter opened the door with the key he’d been given. He clicked it in place to stay open as he pushed the trolley into the room. Only, it wasn’t a room. It was a villa, laid out beautifully with ornate wooden accents and high, airy ceilings. The entire back wall of the living room was a sliding glass door that opened onto a secluded deck with a patio, steps leading to a private entrance to the beach. 
 
“Oh my god, Em,” Jordan breathed into the large room, her mind working to find words to describe it.
 
“I may have gone a little overboard.” Emery shrugged and turned to the porter to hand him a tip. He disappeared out of the room like he’d never been there, shutting the door gently as he left. 
 
Jordan did a large turn and took in the expanse of space. The wood and white of the design mingled with vibrant plants, exuding tropical getaway at every turn. “A little?” Jordan continued to stare around the massive living room. “I don’t know if guests generally have a nicer room than the bride and groom, but I can’t imagine there’s a better room than this.”
 
Emery stilled for a moment before walking over to grab a bottle of water resting on the counter. “It’s just a nice room. I don’t have pets or kids, and I have a great job.” She stared at Jordan with a strange intensity. “Why shouldn’t I treat myself?”
 
Jordan walked over to the large, glass door and opened it about halfway. A gentle breeze floated into the room. The slightly salty smell hit her nostrils as she took in a large breath. “You should. That’s not what I mean.” She turned and flashed Emery a grin. “I’m all about you treating yourself. Especially if I get to come along for the ride.”
 
*** 
 
“Are your friends here yet?” Jordan called from inside the bathroom.
 
“I think everyone gets in tomorrow,” Emery yelled back, louder than necessary for Jordan to hear. 
 
She stared around the room and worked to enjoy the moment. To quell her racing thoughts. Maybe the villa was a bit overboard, but what she’d said was true. She didn’t have baggage, at least the physical kind, and she’d been working for the last five years with vacations few and far between. Even with this trip, she still had to be available for questions and check in on her emails, but a weeklong vacation and fancy suite weren’t out of the question given the time she’d invested at her job over the last half of a decade.
 
Emery’s thoughts about work and the villa flew out the window as Jordan walked out of the bathroom. She wore a black bikini on her toned frame, a skimpy purple sarong the same color as her hair covering up the bottoms. Her hair cascaded in loose waves around her neck, Emery’s line of view traveling between the swell of Jordan’s chest and down to the gold ring clasping the top together in the center. Emery’s cheeks grew hot, her body’s response leaving her momentarily at a loss for words. 
 
Jordan, to her credit, didn’t seem to notice, stepping into the living room like she walked around in tiny bikinis all the time. “So, this means I don’t have to be on girlfriend duty today?”
 
Emery’s eyes darted around the room, wondering what she’d ever paid attention to before Jordan and her bikini came into view. “No,” she stammered out. She hoped Jordan didn’t notice her halting syllables either. “It’s only us tonight.”
 
“Awesome,” Jordan beamed back. “Not that I’m not ready, Coach. Because I am. Girlfriend Of The Year, reporting for duty,” she said with a poorly attempted salute. 
 
Jordan’s tendons flexed as she moved her hand up to her forehead, and Emery’s pulse thrummed through her body. What the fuck was wrong with her today? Yes, Jordan was attractive, but she’d never felt like an invisible string was pulling her, willing her body to get closer to the other woman for reasons not at all platonic. And most importantly, Jordan was so far out of her league it was laughable. She shook her head, pushing the thoughts away. “You realize you’re neither an athlete nor a soldier,” Emery answered back with as much confidence as she could muster.
 
Jordan pouted, her full lower lip blooming larger across her face. She wiped an errant bang away from her brow, Emery again distracted with the motion. “It’s a metaphor.” Jordan scrunched up her face. “Or an idiom,” she continued with a laugh. “Honestly, I’m not really sure.” She walked over to the counter separating the kitchen area from the living room and pulled a bottle of sunscreen from her bag.
 
Emery cocked her head to the side in a vain attempt to focus on the banter. She could do banter. Banter didn’t require noticing abs or divots or dimples on her fake girlfriend for the next week. “Looks like we’ve got a regular wordsmith on our hands.”
 
“I’ve never pretended my self-expression comes from words,” Jordan whined before staring up at Emery with deep, unblinking eyes. “Can you put sunscreen on my back? I don’t want to get burnt the first day here.”
 
Was Jordan trying to torture her? “I’m going to change in the bedroom. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”
 
***
 
Coming out to her friends must really be setting Emery on edge. As far as Jordan could tell, she hadn’t calmed down for a second since they’d arrived. Emery had stalked into the bedroom like she’d been sentenced to death and shut the door with a hard thud behind her.
 
Jordan had been out since seventeen, so although she sympathized with Emery, she couldn’t quite empathize with the situation. Of having to come out to people who didn’t know the whole her. She hoped Emery would relax once Jordan was introduced to everyone and behave like a functional human again. 
 
“Em, you about ready?” Jordan called as she lounged on the massive white sofa and flipped through a magazine filled with activities to do on the island. 
 
“Almost,” Emery’s voice squeaked from the bathroom.
 
“Are you putting on a wetsuit for deep sea diving or something? Because if so, I didn’t get the memo.”
 
“Oh, that’s pretty clear,” Emery answered back. 
 
Jordan scrunched her nose and dropped her gaze. Her bikini was perfectly suitable for laying in a beach chair and tanning—what she’d been told the activity would be. “I think you need-” Jordan’s words cut off as Emery stepped out of the bathroom. If she’d thought incognito celebrity Emery was distracting, Bond Girl on a beach Emery was twice as bad. 
 
Her bikini was white with gold accents, her mostly exposed stomach wrapped in thin, criss-crossed bands of fabric that accentuated her curves, and strangely, left even less to the imagination than if her entire stomach had been bare.
 
Emery frowned as she stepped into the living room. “I need a what?”
 
“A drink. You need a drink,” Jordan answered, working to avert her gaze.
 
“Can’t argue with you there.” Emery let out a nervous laugh, her arms coming up to wrap around her body like she was trying to hide. 
 
Jordan had never been shy before, and she’d never been tongue-tied around a pretty girl. And she wasn’t stupid enough to refuse to admit how stunning Emery was in her bikini. For the first time since she’d agreed to this charade, she considered it may not be the best idea given her body’s quick and consuming response. But they were already here, and she’d promised Emery she would go along with it. 
 
“I think I need one, too.” Her words were almost a whisper, her skin hot and prickly in the air-conditioned room.
 
“Aww, sick of me already?” Emery asked with a laugh as she walked over to the kitchen area.
 
Jordan plastered on a smile she hoped was passable. “Not even close, bestie.”
 
She just had to get used to how attractive Emery looked in a bikini. This was sensory overload right now. In a few days, she’d barely notice. She’d never seen her in one before, and from an artistic perspective, she couldn’t help but take note of the clean lines of Emery’s muscle and how the fabric of her bikini contoured her body. But they’d fall into a rhythm here, and everything would be fine. 
 
It was only eight days. What’s the worst that could happen?
 
***
 
Emery lounged in a beach chair as the sun began to set over the resort, and she finally relaxed as the sky changed from blue to a deep, burnt red, the world bathed in a warm, comforting glow. A few drinks had finally lessened her tension, and she worked to not stare at Jordan in the chair next to her as she dozed off from the long travel day and sun. It was difficult though, to not allow her eyes to follow the natural lines of Jordan’s body when she didn’t know she was being watched. How her legs tilted outwards like a ballerina, one of her hands nestled against her cheek like a pillow. Emery had the strangest want to reach out and brush a piece of hair away from Jordan’s face that had fallen free, but she quickly pushed the thought away.
 
She’d missed Jordan, she realized as she watched her sleeping peacefully. Although they’d seen each other more since Jordan and her girlfriend had broken up, Emery’s hours at work had been grueling as of late. The only thing that had gotten her through was knowing this vacation was on the horizon. And yet here she sat, not finding it remotely as relaxing as she’d hoped, strangely, for far different reasons than she’d expected.
 
Tomorrow, her friends would arrive, and she’d put on a show for them about how in love and happy she was. A strategic kiss here. A thoughtful handhold there. She’d worked in public relations long enough to know the story was what she crafted, not what was actually happening in real life. Jordan had been a kind enough friend to offer to go along with her insane plan, and the least she could do was not fuck it up for both of them. 
 
Jordan stirred next to her, stretching out her long frame and opening her eyes slowly. When she noticed Emery was watching her, she tensed slightly and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “What? Was I drooling?” Jordan sat up as much as her reclined chair would allow, small creases appearing on her toned stomach.
 
Emery laughed softly and took another sip of her drink before speaking. “No. Not at all.”
 
“Snoring?” A grin blossomed across Jordan’s face as she stretched her arms above her head, her bikini top riding up slightly with the motion.
 
“Not that I heard. Although is that something I should have been forewarned about?” Emery asked as she raised her eyebrow.
 
“I’ve never received feedback on it before.” 
 
“Do you give all of your conquests a survey after a night with you?” The words popped out before Emery had considered them, and a faint blush spread across her cheeks.
 
“That’s not fair,” Jordan said as she lightly slapped her hand in the direction of Emery’s chair. “And I’m the one who used to have a girlfriend. It’s not like there was a revolving door of women in my life. I think you’re projecting a bit there.”
 
Emery would never admit it, but she hadn’t been with anyone, one night stands included, in longer than she cared to consider. How did you confess something like that to a woman like Jordan? A woman who exuded confidence and attracted people like moths to a flame. 
 
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Emery teased instead as she stuck out her tongue.
 
Jordan let out a deep, husky laugh that caught Emery by surprise, the tone causing goosebumps to spring up across her arms. “I mean I’m always up for an entertaining story. Maybe after a few more drinks you’ll finally loosen up enough to tell me,” Jordan pried.
 
“There’s nothing to tell,” Emery answered, working to evade the question.
 
Jordan stared idly out at the water. “Well in that case, I’m sorry you’re stuck faking it for the next week instead of running wild on the island going all How Stella Got Her Groove Back.”
 
“Some things are more important than a quick lay.” 
 
Emery could feel Jordan’s eyes find their way over to her, a light furrow forming between her brows. “Like what?”
 
“Like coming out to all of my friends.”
 
For the second time in less than a day, Jordan encircled Emery’s hand in her own and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You’re right,” Jordan smiled. “That is a good reason.”
 
Emery hated talking about her uncertainty, her chest growing constricted. She pulled her hand away and wrapped her arms around her body to find some sense of solace and protection. “The resort has a bunch of restaurants. I was thinking after we showered we could figure out what we want to try. It’s all-inclusive, so we have our pick,” she said flippantly, averting Jordan’s gaze and staring out at the ocean.
 
“Okay. Well, I think I’m going to head back and shower. See you back in the room?” Jordan stood up from her beach chair and stretched, her body lengthening as the muscles on her abdomen became more visible.
 
“Sure. I’m going to hang out down here for a little longer. I need to check my work emails anyway. It’s been more than twenty-four hours, and I haven’t received a call, so I’m hoping no news is good news.” Emery sighed as she stared out at the beautiful landscape, although her mind was already reorienting itself to work.
 
***
 
“Company that bad?” Emery asked at the dinner table.
 
Jordan tried to stifle a yawn and put her hand over her mouth sheepishly. “It’s finally hitting me how exhausted I am from traveling today. Sorry.” 
 
“It’s only one in the morning in Austin, old lady.”
 
“I don’t think the sun helped.” Jordan scrunched up her nose. “Or the alcohol.”  
 
“Cheers to that,” Emery said, holding up her most recent drink.
 
“Hitting the ground running tonight?” Jordan peered across the table. She wasn’t one to tell people what to do, but she hoped Emery wasn’t too hungover tomorrow to enjoy their first full day on the island.
 
“Just enjoying my vacation,” Emery answered with a slightly drunk smile. “Don’t worry. I can sleep off my hangover on the beach. Besides, I have a feeling there will be a lot of drinking with my college friends on this trip. I need to build up my tolerance.”
 
Jordan squinted at her. “And you think you’ll accomplish that in a night?”
 
Emery gave her a lazy smile. “I am nothing if not determined.”
 
“Clearly,” Jordan answered before she took a sip of her own drink. It was something almost too sweet, a hint of coconut laced throughout that made the back of her throat pucker. She stilled her movements. “It’s okay to be nervous you know.” 
 
Emery scoffed. “I’m not nervous.” Her words were confident, although the way her fingers fidgeted with the tablecloth said otherwise.
 
“Okay, Em. I won’t push you on it. But remember, we’re in this together.” Jordan wanted to put the other woman at ease, for both their sakes. Emery was way more fun when she let go instead of worrying about every little thing. And, more importantly, the plan would never work if they couldn’t sell it.
 
Emery sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. I feel a little crazy right now. You’re a good friend, Jordan. And I can’t tell you how much it means that you’re willing to do this for me.” She paused, like she was contemplating her words. “With me, more accurately,” she continued with a grin. “I think I’ll calm down once we see everyone tomorrow and settle in. The trip’s barely started, and there’s so much fun stuff we’ll get to do.” Emery’s shoulders finally rounded out with her words, her white teeth flashing against the dim lighting of the outdoor restaurant. 
 
A vacation with her best friend on a tropical island. It should be the adventure of a lifetime. She smiled back at Emery, her body buzzy with anticipation. “Awesome, Em. I can’t wait.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
Chapter Three
 
“Emery!” She turned to see Casey barreling toward her at a breakneck speed. Her short blonde hair bobbed with the quick movement of her body as she closed the wide space and pulled Emery into a strong hug, its force surprising given her slight frame.
 
If Emery had to do this, Casey was the one she wanted to see first. All smiles and enthusiasm wherever she went. At least, that’s who Casey had been in college. She was a lawyer now in Nashville, although other than the big picture stuff, Emery didn’t know much about what she’d been up to in the years since they’d graduated. She was struck with a pang of guilt as she melted into the tight hug, remembering all the drunken nights and hungover brunches they’d shared.
 
“Casey,” Emery breathed into her shoulder before she extricated herself from the tight grasp. She held Casey at arm’s length as they both bounced with excitement. “I’m so happy to see you! It’s been too long.” It was a platitude, but one she truly meant. “How have you been?”
 
“I will tell you all about it over a drink. God, I know it’s been too long. If I’d have known one of us would have to get married to get the gang back together, I may have tried a little harder to tie the knot.” She laughed loudly and flashed her unbanded ring finger. Emery had forgotten how fast Casey talked when she was excited about something, working to keep up with her words and gestures.
 
Emery remembered something about a boyfriend Casey had met after college, but his name escaped her right now. “Are you here with…” she asked, her voice trailing off.
 
“Bruce,” Casey supplied, undeterred for even a moment. “He’s over checking us in. We’re happy. Just livin’ in sin. Can’t say my mother’s thrilled about the idea, but we’d rather save up for a house instead of spending money on a wedding right now.”
 
“Practical,” Emery beamed back at her, some of her nervousness melting away as they chatted like nothing had changed.
 
Casey finally stilled her movements and put her hand on Emery’s forearm. “How have you been?”
 
Emery’s pulse picked up, willing her mind to form coherent words. She hated the prickle on her palms, the slight sweat that sprang up on her back when confronted with even the simplest question. “I’m good,” she choked out, working to keep her voice even. “Work’s going fantastically, and I love Austin. Can’t say I imagined myself as a Southern girl, but I’ve grown to love it.”
 
Casey quirked an eyebrow. “Austin isn’t exactly an accurate representation of the South. You’re in a liberal oasis down there,” Casey teased, her eyes light.
 
Emery smiled right back, enjoying the easy banter. “Says the woman living in Nashville last time I heard. Guess we both went Southern-lite.”
 
“Can’t argue with that. We’re going to go throw our bags down but were planning on heading to the pool bar afterward for a drink. Do you want to join us?” Casey motioned toward Bruce, who’d finished up with the concierge and walked toward them.
 
Emery worked to infuse her tone with an enthusiasm she didn’t feel. “Sure. Meet you there in thirty?”
 
“Perfect,” Casey answered before turning to Bruce. “Hon, this is Emery, one of my friends from college. We’re going to meet up at the bar in a bit for drinks. Let’s go put our stuff in the hotel room and get changed.”
 
They exchanged a quick goodbye. Emery headed the opposite direction toward the row of villas situated close to the beach. As she walked down the long hallway, she worked to calm her racing thoughts. So she’d chickened out mentioning Jordan to Casey. She hadn’t failed. This was exactly why she’d brought someone instead of coming out, so she didn’t have to tell everyone. She’d introduce Jordan as her girlfriend and let people fill in the blanks themselves.
 
She opened the door to the suite, the living room quiet. “Jordan,” she called out into the large room. 
 
There was no answer. Jordan was probably down at the beach already, surrounded by a gaggle of beautiful people fighting over who got to fan her with a palm frond. She laughed into the empty space at the thought before heading into the bedroom to change.
 
As she emerged in the pool area almost exactly thirty minutes later, she dropped her sunglasses onto her face and took a deep breath, staring out across the bodies dotting the perfectly aligned rows of chairs. It was still early in the morning, and most people hadn’t yet emerged for the day. 
 
She’d drunk too much last night, but she didn’t feel nearly as hungover as she’d expected. Maybe it was the magic of vacation, but it was more likely the three glasses of water Jordan had encouraged her to chug before bed.
 
She shot off a quick text to Jordan. Heading to the main pool to hang out with my friend, Casey, and her boyfriend, Bruce. Feel free to join when you’re ready.
 
Casey was waving at her from a table in the bar area when she looked back up. She wandered over and took a seat. “I can’t believe you two beat me down here.”
 
“And miss even a second of funnin’ and sunnin’? I don’t think so.” Casey laughed, a drink already in hand. “So shit, girl. Tell me how you’ve been. God, I don’t think I’ve seen you since college. You look amazing by the way.”
 
Emery blushed at the compliment. She’d tried to keep it together after college, vindicated all the long hours she still spent running had paid off. “Thanks,” she answered meekly. “And to answer your question, I’m still with the same company I started with in Austin, working as a Director now. I manage a few campaigns for the agency.” She realized for the first time how pathetic it was that she only had work to talk about. The anchor around which she oriented her life. She noticed Casey’s eyes staring behind her. “Earth to Casey?”
 
Casey huffed loudly. “All my hard work getting ready for a tropical vacation.”
 
Had Emery zoned out and missed a part of the conversation? “What?”
 
“All my hard work slaving away, and you look like that, and there are people looking like that.” She pointed not so subtly behind Emery. Casey was extremely direct, part of what likely made her a fantastic lawyer.
 
Emery turned around in her chair to focus on whatever had Casey so riled up, and her breath caught in her throat. Jordan sauntered across the pool area like she didn’t have a care in the world, the same black bikini from yesterday adorning her frame. She wore the wide, floppy hat Emery had been searching for minutes ago in the suite. At least it hadn’t been drunkenly lost last night like she’d accepted was the case.
 
She hadn’t seen Jordan since she’d left her in the large king bed they’d shared last night, when Jordan had seemed more sleepy and innocent than like a pin-up girl on the prowl as she crossed the concrete with her long strides.
 
Casey’s eyes went wide and her hand came up to cover her mouth. “Oh my god. She’s staring right at us. I hope she didn’t hear me talking about her. Not that I said anything bad,” she continued quickly before downing the remainder of her drink.
 
Emery took a deep breath. She enjoyed watching Casey squirm, but she was already distracted, unable to take her eyes off Jordan. Emery considered herself fairly controlled, but she wasn’t made of stone. Her stomach tensed when she realized her stare on Jordan was maybe even more intense than Casey’s, although for wildly different reasons. 
 
Now or never. She stood up shakily as Jordan approached the table, a smile on her face that caused awareness to ripple across Emery’s body.
 
“Hey, Jordan.” She thought her heart might burst from her chest, but she smiled reflexively at the genuinely content look on Jordan’s face as she stepped out of the sun and into the shade of the covered patio. 
 
“Hi, babe,” Jordan answered, slipping her arm around Emery’s waist and placing a quick, light kiss on her cheek. They hadn’t discussed the specifics of meet-and-greets beforehand, but the gesture calmed rather than upset her, Emery thankful she had Jordan in her corner.
 
She turned toward Casey, her friend’s eyes wide. “Casey and Bruce, allow me to introduce you to my girlfriend, Jordan.”
 
***
 
“It’s nice to meet you both.” Jordan extended her hand to each of them. She’d had a few minutes to survey the scene before she’d approached the table, already resting in a lounge chair on the far side of the pool when she’d received Emery’s text.
 
Bruce and Casey seemed nice, but she could sense Emery’s discomfort. She briefly wondered how many more times they’d need to do this. Hopefully, one of Emery’s friends was a Chatty Cathy and would relay the information to the rest of them. She didn’t want Emery to go through this whole song and dance more times than necessary. 
 
Jordan felt for her. Emery’s expression was passable, but there was a crinkle between her typically smooth brow, and the hand Emery had looped around her back fidgeted restlessly with the strings on Jordan’s bikini top. If Emery grew any more nervous and continued pulling, she may end up flashing the bar which would not be the best way to start meeting everyone.
 
“I’m going to grab a drink.” Jordan eyed the bar before she returned her focus to the group. “Emery? Casey? Bruce? Can I grab anyone a drink while I’m up there.”
 
“I’ll come with you to help you carry the drinks,” Emery answered quickly, their arms still looped loosely around one another.
 
It wasn’t lost on Jordan as they walked away that Emery finally dropped her arm from Jordan’s waist, only to gently thread their fingers together on the short journey to the bar. As they stood next to the long counter, Emery took deep breaths, her eyes darting around.
 
Jordan gave Emery’s hand a light squeeze. “You did great.”
 
“They were talking about you before I even introduced you,” Emery supplied.
 
Jordan raised an eyebrow. “I saw Casey look over at me a few times. What was she saying?”
 
The tips of Emery’s ears turned red, and Jordan’s stomach tensed at the earnest gesture. “I don’t want it to go to your head,” she said with a soft laugh.
 
Jordan wiggled her eyebrows and stared Emery down. “Oh, now I definitely want to know.”
 
Emery gave her a gentle slap on the shoulder, the touch warm and too brief on her bare skin. “She may have commented on you being unfairly attractive,” she said, her face blushing an even deeper shade of red.
 
Jordan grinned and quirked an eyebrow. “Well, isn’t that convenient for you?” 
 
“How is that convenient for me?”
 
“Because I’m your girlfriend. Duh.” Jordan booped Emery on the nose before turning her attention to the bartender as he approached.
 
“What can I get you?” he asked, wiping down the bar in front of them.
 
“Whatever light beer you have on draft, a mimosa, and two bloody mary’s please.” Jordan recited the group’s order and smiled across the bar. He gave her a smile and an appreciative wink before he walked away to make their drinks.
 
“How did I never notice that before?” Emery sighed from next to her. “I mean I did. But I didn’t. Does that make sense?”
 
Jordan turned her head at the sound of her voice and caught Emery as she bit down on her bottom lip. “Notice what? What are you talking about?” Jordan asked absentmindedly, distracted by the way Emery gently sucked her lip into her mouth.
 
“How pretty you are. I guess I’ve gotten used to it this past year, but now, with all of these new people, it’s kinda inescapable.”
 
“I don’t think that’s exactly true.” Jordan laughed, although she knew the attention Emery was referring to. It was true some people found her attractive, but she never tried to flaunt it or use it to her own benefit. The perception of others wasn’t her problem.
 
Emery glanced back toward the table.“Casey’s not even gay, and I’m pretty sure she would leave Bruce for you in a heartbeat.”
 
Jordan pouted. “Well, so sad for her. I’m already here with my girlfriend.” The words pulled a smile from Emery’s lips, Jordan’s heart lightening as it bloomed across her face.
 
“God, you’re an amazing person,” Emery said seriously. She stared at her intently, and Jordan felt naked under the penetrating gaze. She hated the heat slinking across her chest that had nothing to do with already warm morning. 
 
She forced out a laugh as the bartender approached with their drinks. “Here you go, ladies,” he said before handing a napkin to Jordan. “And here’s my number, should you want any extra company on your trip.”
 
“I’m here with my girlfriend, but thanks anyway.” Jordan picked up two of the drinks and let the napkin flutter back down to the bar.
 
***
 
What the fuck had Emery gotten herself into? Bringing an insanely attractive friend had seemed like a good idea at the time, but she didn’t know how to deal with everyone fawning over Jordan. So she was hot. And funny. And smart. And did this little thing where she snorted when she laughed too hard at something she found entertaining. She’d already known all these things, but now, she was seeing Jordan through the eyes of other people, and the whole experience added another confusing layer to the situation.
 
Maybe she should enjoy all the attention her fake girlfriend got, but it made her more uneasy than she was proud to admit. How long would it take for Jordan to realize how silly their charade was? She walked back to the table on auto-pilot and barely registered as she sat down in the seat she’d occupied a few minutes ago.
 
When she finally pulled her mind back to the present, she stared out at three faces staring back at her, differing emotions flashing across them. Casey looked giddy, Bruce looked confused, and Jordan looked almost worried. Emery plastered on her best smile. “Sorry. Zoned out there for a second. What were we talking about?”
 
“I was asking how you and Jordan met,” Casey offered.
 
Emery breathed a small sigh of relief. Easy. They didn’t have to change things up too much to make the story work. They were neighbors who became girlfriends. It’s not like she’d hired an escort and had to make up some sort of elaborate backstory about crashing into one another at a supermarket or accidentally picking up one another’s dry cleaning. They were truly friends and already knew enough about one another’s lives. The small things like who asked who out and how long they’d been dating had been agreed upon already, but she hoped they wouldn’t have to get into the weeds often.
 
Jordan seemed to sense Emery’s mental gymnastics and picked up the conversation. “Emery moved into the same apartment building about a year ago. The rest is kinda history.” Jordan’s grin caused a real flutter in Emery’s stomach in spite of the fake words.
 
“That’s so sweet.” Casey’s eyes flicked back and forth between them, her face all smiles. She gave Bruce a gentle slap on his arm. “Isn’t that sweet, babe? I wish we had a romantic story like that.”
 
Jordan took a sip of her drink before speaking. “How did you two meet?”
 
“Tinder,” Bruce answered with a laugh, Casey’s cheeks flaming red.
 
“I think online dating is fantastic,” Jordan offered.
 
Emery turned toward her fake girlfriend. “You do?” She blushed as the words rolled off her tongue.
 
Jordan didn’t miss a beat, turning to face her slightly and interlacing their fingers. “Well, not anymore, obviously.” She grinned before selling it even more with a cute eye roll in the direction of Casey and Bruce. “But I like that people are adapting to the changing world.”
 
“See, she gets it, babe.” Bruce raised his glass in cheers. 
 
Emery liked Bruce already. He radiated a calm energy, his voice low and soothing whenever he spoke. It was no surprise Casey had ended up with someone who exuded chill. Otherwise, they may have gone all Tasmanian Devil on the world together and torn it to pieces. They seemed like a case of perfectly balanced opposites, and for a second, she wondered how they perceived her relationship with Jordan. Our fake relationship, she reminded herself.
 
Jordan picked up her drink, only a few sips left. “Cheers.”
 
Emery remained aware of Jordan’s hand nestled in her own, but she distracted herself as she surveyed Casey and Bruce’s relationship like someone had given her a microscope.
 
“Jordan, what do you do?” Casey asked. “I didn’t know you existed until you walked over to the table, so you definitely get points for being the most mysterious newcomer to the group.”
 
Jordan flashed a dazzling smile across the table before knocking her knee gently against Emery’s, out of sight of the rest of the group. “I’m an artist. I do some freelance design work with startups to pay the bills, but I also like to work with a bunch of different mediums for my own passion projects.”
 
“Beguiling and artistic,” Casey said with a laugh. “Looks like Emery found herself a keeper.”
 
Emery blushed at Casey’s words, the heat fanning across her chest and threading through her body, pooling near her knee where her leg still connected with Jordan’s.
 
“Babe, if I wasn’t such a confident guy, I may think you were hitting on Emery’s girlfriend right in front of all of us.”
 
That earned a laugh from the rest of the table, Emery thankful she didn’t need to speak as the conversation continued to veer into dangerous territory.
 
“I’ve gotta keep up with my public relations rockstar,” Jordan answered as the laughter died down. She smiled broadly, and for a moment, Emery wondered if the words were truly how Jordan felt and not because she was working to keep up their elaborate ruse.
 
The strange churning in Emery’s gut returned, and she willed it away with another big gulp of her drink. “Seems like everyone but Rachel and Trevor are getting into town tonight. We’re still doing dinner, right?” Emery asked while she stirred her almost empty drink.
 
“Definitely!” Casey answered enthusiastically. “Kendall gets in later today, and so does Patrick. I think he’s bringing his girlfriend, Ava. I’ve never met her, but she pops up in a bunch of his Facebook pictures.”
 
Emery sighed. “Wow, is this what it’s come to? We all swore we’d keep in touch after college, and here we are, keeping tabs on one another through Facebook.”
 
“But we’re all here now,” Casey said without missing a beat. “And ideally, it won’t be another five years before we’re all together again.” She shot a smile in Emery’s direction. “Guess you’re finally realizing how much you missed me, aren’t you?”
 
***
 
Jordan was pleased with their first performance of the trip as they walked back toward the villa in the early afternoon. The sun still hung brightly in the sky overhead, barely a cloud in sight as her body gently bumped into Emery’s on the short journey to their room.
 
Pleased, but exhausted. Emery had been a champ, but the woman continued to radiate a nervousness, her movements stiff and practiced as they’d lounged on the bar patio with Bruce and Casey. Jordan had snuck glances at her from time to time, the crease in her brow lessening but never quite disappearing.
 
Emery let out a long, deep sigh as they made it into the safety of the room and closed the door behind them. 
 
“You did great,” Jordan beamed at her as she walked over to the refrigerator to grab a bottle of water.
 
“It’s embarrassing what I’m counting as progress today, but thank you,” Emery said without making eye contact.
 
Jordan stilled her movements and put her hands down on the counter. “Em, this is a big step. It’s completely fine to feel however you feel. You just came out to someone. But they seemed genuinely happy for you. And, they think your girlfriend is smokin’ hot, so points for that,” she continued with a laugh and smirk she couldn’t suppress.
 
“Well, you are.” Emery’s earnest tone made Jordan blush, a slight heat wrapping itself around her body at the honest words. 
 
Jordan took a long gulp of water before speaking. “I think we’re pretty well matched in that department.” She tried not to gaze too appreciatively at Emery’s bikini-clad body. She shook the thoughts away forcefully, a few stray drops of water dribbling down her chin. Jordan wiped them quickly from her face before looking up. Emery’s blue eyes bored into hers, the air in the room suddenly stuffy and claustrophobic under the penetrating stare. She didn’t speak, surprisingly unsure of her own voice right now.
 
Emery’s eyes softened, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Maybe we are,” she said simply as she walked toward her. Jordan held her breath, unsure what was happening. Her awareness grew with each step Emery took across the room until she stood in front of her. “Let’s take a picture together out on the deck.” A rush of air escaped Jordan’s lungs when she realized she’d misread the situation. “Can’t have a proper vacation without vacation photos,” Emery said as she began walking toward the large glass door.
 
Jordan worked to force a smile onto her face, but her body refused to move in spite of the clear direction from Emery. “Sure,” she answered weakly before finally willing her legs to push her forward.
 
She followed Emery silently to the deck. The railing along the edge blended into a wooden lattice pattern below it. Above, the beautiful backdrop of the ocean a few hundred feet away pulled her gaze. 
 
Emery turned away from the bright blue waves and Jordan did the same. They stood facing away from the ocean, the wood pushing gently into her back as Emery snaked her arm around Jordan’s torso, like they’d done at the pool bar. Her skin prickled where Emery’s fingers slid across her exposed body as the hand settled lightly around her hips. 
 
“Smile,” Emery said as she gave Jordan’s hip a gentle squeeze. “Also, don’t think I didn’t notice you stole my hat.”
 
Jordan suppressed a laugh as she heard the phone’s camera clicking rapidly. “Did you take like fifty pictures or something?” she asked after the sound finally stopped.
 
Emery looked over at her, eyes light. “I took a burst. Obviously. We can’t all be graced with a perfectly photogenic face like you.” She lowered her phone and started to take inventory of the photos.
 
Had Emery always complimented her this much? They bantered and teased. And they’d always gotten along. But she couldn’t remember if their relationship back in Austin had always been so charged, like they were continually on the precipice of something more. It must be the fake relationship blurring lines, Jordan unable to easily separate the two roles she had to play on the trip. Add her own feelings to the mix, and things were quickly becoming a recipe for disaster.
 
Her stomach dropped low when she considered they’d been here for less than twenty-four hours, worried about the coming days. It almost felt easier when they were around other people, the expectation to fawn over her girlfriend adoringly calculated and agreed upon by both of them. But when they were alone, she didn’t quite know how to behave. How to compartmentalize the situation and tuck the girlfriend box away neatly and focus on their friendship. 
 
She sighed. Maybe she wasn’t as a great of an actress as she’d led herself to believe.
 
She looked over toward Emery, now seated on a lounge chair with her bare feet resting on a small wooden end table. She bit her lip as she continued to survey the pictures she’d taken, squinting in the afternoon sun, her freckled nose scrunched up in concentration.
 
“I brought a few art supplies with me.” Jordan stared out toward the slightly choppy water. “I think I’m going to head out to find a spot to work for a while.”
 
Okay,” Emery answered as she gave Jordan a smile that caused her eyes to crinkle, her body light and relaxed in a way it hadn’t been a hour ago. “Dinner’s at seven,” she said before looking back down to her phone.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
Chapter Four
 
Emery awoke from her nap, alone in the king bed. But she’d gone to sleep in it alone, so it would have been more strange if she’d woken up with Jordan in it with her. They’d both slept in it together without issue the first night, the wide expanse more than enough for each of them to have their own comfortable sides. No reason to use the pullout sofa in the living room, at least that’s what Emery had told herself.
 
She rolled over as her ears picked up a sound other than the crashing waves outside the villa. Jordan must be home, already in the shower to get ready for dinner. Emery let out a quiet groan. She hoped tonight would go well when Jordan met the rest of her friends. Jordan had been an absolute champ today, saying exactly the right thing at exactly the right moment, like she’d practiced her lines beforehand.
 
She smiled reflexively as Jordan stepped out of the bathroom in a plush, white bathrobe, her skin already more tanned from the inescapable sun. 
 
“Hey, sleepyhead.” Jordan ran her fingers through her wet hair and padded around barefoot on the soft bedroom carpet.
 
Emery snuggled deeper into the comforter enveloping the bed. “God, I can’t remember the last time I took a nap. It’s so nice.”
 
“It’s almost six. I figured you don’t want to be late for dinner, so I was going to get your ass up soon anyway,” Jordan laughed.
 
Emery worked to pull her mind out of her sleepy dream, her words loose and free on her tongue. “I just want to stay in bed and sleep.” She paused for a moment and considered her words. “And order room service and drink and watch the sunset from the deck.”
 
Jordan raised an eyebrow and stopped at the bottom of the bed, a small smile on her face. “Well, haven’t you taken to island life.”
 
“I don’t know if I can ever go back after this,” Emery said dreamily.
 
“I mean, if you’re into this sort of thing,” Jordan joked like it wasn’t Heaven on Earth. 
 
Emery raised herself into a sitting position. “Where did you end up going?”
 
“I found a cute little inlet near the sea, so I sketched some of the landscape. It was nice.” Jordan looked so relaxed, her hair already curling at the ends as it dried and a slight pink on her nose from the sun.
 
“I’m glad.” And it was true. Emery was so happy Jordan was having a good time, especially considering what a perfect fake girlfriend she’d already been so far. Emery didn’t want the whole vacation to be about her drama and her life. She hoped Jordan understood how much she appreciated her help right now.
 
Jordan smiled at her so earnestly, she couldn’t help but smile back. “Is dinner casual tonight?” Jordan asked as she began to walk around the room. “I’m not sure what to wear.”
 
“Oh, um, I think we’re going to one of the hotel restaurants. No need to go crazy.” Emery paused as a grin worked across her face. “Unless that’s not an option for you.”
 
“I got rave reviews today, and I dressed myself.”
 
“In my hat,” Emery shot back.
 
Jordan laughed as she began to rifle through her suitcase. “It was cute,” she said simply. “I can’t help I’m good at accessorizing.” 
 
Emery stared at her evenly. “I’m going to let you have this one because you did such a great job today, but you have no idea the terror I felt getting ready this morning when I thought I’d drunkenly lost it.”
 
“Oh no. Something didn’t go according to plan?” Jordan’s voice sounded worried, but her eyes were light, her lips turned upward in a smirk. “How ever did you manage? Also, I would have paid money to see that play out in real time.”
 
“Shut up, jerk. I can be chill.” Emery threw a pillow halfheartedly that didn’t even make it to the end of the bed.
 
Jordan laughed so hard she almost snorted. “Oh lordy, Em. Your plans have plans.”
 
Emery huffed. “There’s nothing wrong with planning.”
 
“There’s also nothing wrong with not planning,” Jordan shot back as she walked over and stared at the items hanging in the closet.
 
“I think your crossword puzzle makers would disagree.” Emery was proud of herself for materializing that debate point from her still sleepy brain.
 
“Well then, I’m planning on wearing a linen shirt tonight,” Jordan answered as she let her robe fall to the floor.
 
All the air felt like it’d been sucked out of her lungs as Emery stared across the room. Jordan flipped through the shirts and dresses hanging up like she didn’t have a care in the world. She wore a pair of tiny, black underwear, but her back was fully exposed as she continued to thumb through the garments, her shoulders flexing as she moved her arms. 
 
Emery couldn’t take her eyes away, her gaze tracing the faint tan lines cutting across Jordan’s body, a few droplets of water falling between her shoulder blades. Emery followed one as it dripped down Jordan’s spine, finally disappearing beneath the ban of her silky underwear. A deep, hot flush spread across her body. She felt naked, even though Jordan was the one exposed, her skin hot and itchy under the comfort of the bedding. 
 
Emery gulped and worked to avert her stare as Jordan glanced over her shoulder toward the bed. “A linen shirt sounds perfect,” she said quietly. “I’m going to hop in the shower.”
 
*** 
 
Jordan didn’t think she was imagining it. Emery had been checking her out. Granted, she’d put herself unavoidably in the other woman’s space by dropping her robe, but friends changed in front of one another all the time. She didn’t want to second guess every decision she made on this trip or question her sanity at each look that seemed to linger a little too long between them. Emery had a lot on her mind, and for a moment, Jordan felt selfish she was fucking with her. Shifting boundaries was the last thing Emery needed to worry about.
 
Emery stepped out of the bathroom as Jordan had resolved to not push things between them, even if flirting was one of her favorite past times. The decision was made all the more difficult when she noticed Emery wore only a matching bra and underwear, a towel wrapped around her still wet hair.
 
Jordan shook her thoughts away as she worked to not confuse the situation anymore. Mostly for herself. “Anything to know before dinner tonight?”
 
Like Jordan had done minutes ago, Emery walked over to the closet and thumbed through the clothing, a mix of dresses and shirts and items belonging to both women. The idea was oddly domestic, their lives so intertwined, even for the trip, but Jordan didn’t allow herself to think through the implications. 
 
“I don’t think so,” Emery said, facing away from her.
 
“Okay.” Jordan grew nervous for the first time this trip at meeting the rest of Emery’s friends for no other reason than her own confused mental state. She rolled her shoulders and willed the tension building up over the last few minutes to dissipate.
 
Jordan stood next to the large glass door in the bedroom and stared out at the choppy water to collect her thoughts. As she rolled her neck, a hand splayed across her shoulder, its weight comforting as the warmth soaked into her skin through the thin fabric of her shirt. She leaned into the surprising touch, a small sigh escaping her lips.
 
“You okay?” Emery asked, her other hand moving up so both encircled Jordan’s shoulders. Fingers dug into the taut muscle, the sensation both comforting and setting her body on edge.
 
Jordan looked over toward the mirror hanging on the wall, their reflections bathed in the glow of the setting sun streaming through the curtains. A slight breeze wafted through the partially opened door. God, she could get used to this. She wanted so badly to give into the touch, to see where things would go. 
 
But she didn’t do it. She stood a little straighter before she lost her resolve. “I’m good. Excited to meet your friends tonight,” she said with a passable smile. “I need to dry my hair.” Jordan stepped away from the touch, and Emery’s gaze fell slightly in the mirror’s reflection.
 
Emery groaned. “For a minute, I forgot we were going to meet them.” With her words, Jordan realized Emery’s expression came from nervousness, not from missing Jordan’s shoulders pressed against her hands. 
 
“It’ll be fun.” Jordan gently prodded at Emery’s ribs with her elbow. “We will solidify our position tonight as the power couple of the trip, and your friends will be so jealous of my love and adoration of you they won’t know what to do with themselves.”
 
Emery’s brow drew upward. “Is that right?”
 
Jordan smiled confidently, finding comfort for once in her life in planning. “Absolutely. No one would dare doubt us.”
 
“Well, now I’m more excited to see this play out in real time,” Emery answered as she picked out a simple dress from the closet.
 
“I don’t know if you can handle the love. You might not know what to do with yourself and fall into a puddle at my feet by the end of dinner.” God, why couldn’t she shut up? Banter had veered into flirting, and she’d only managed to maintain the promise to herself to not push things for a solid five minutes. She spoke again before Emery could answer. “I’m going to finish getting ready,” she said, walking toward the bathroom. She refused to look back at Emery’s almost naked body.
 
***
 
“Being late is so unlike you,” Jordan whispered as they walked into the restaurant. 
 
The restaurant was open air, situated partially outside with a large, thatched awning covering the dining area and bar. Round tables dotted the perimeter, the tropical ambiance completed with torches burning brightly outside the covered patio. 
 
“I didn’t want to be the first ones here and have to introduce you over and over.” A nervousness settled in her voice that she hated to hear ringing through her head. “And we’re not that late.”
 
“Do you see them?” Jordan scanned the tables and ignored Emery’s comment. She glanced over, struck by Jordan’s calm poise, the bangles she wore jingling lightly as she moved her arm.
 
“Yeah, I see them,” Emery answered, Jordan’s fingers threading through her own seconds later. She let the warmth radiate through her palm and snake up her arm, settling through her nervous body as she willed herself to calm down. She pasted on a bright smile. “Let’s do this.” Emery squeezed Jordan’s hand back harder than intended.
 
They approached the table, her friends and their partners already seated, laughing about something. The context was lost on her. Everything was lost on her except the warmth of Jordan’s hand and the light scent of her shampoo. Emery’s mind hummed loudly, her pulse beating through her ears.
 
Casey looked up from the table when she noticed them. “Hey.”
 
“Hey, all.” Emery willed her voice to remain enthusiastic in spite of the fractured, tangential conversations spurring through her brain. They demanded attention she didn’t have to give right now.
 
Kendall jumped up from the table and moved around it quickly. Emery didn’t want to, but she let go of Jordan’s hand as she was enveloped in a giant hug, her arms pinned down at her sides. Kendall wore a brightly-colored print, the fabric sliding against Emery’s bare arms as her friend continued to hold her tightly. “It’s so good to see you, Emery!”
 
“You too, Kendall,” Emery answered between slight gasps of air.
 
“And who’s this?” Kendall let Emery go, but her voice gave the impression she already knew exactly who Jordan was.
 
A hand jutted into her peripheral vision, Jordan’s face all smiles as Emery looked over toward her. “I’m Emery’s girlfriend, Jordan. I’ve heard so much about everyone. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”
 
“Sadly enough,” Kendall answered with a laugh, “this is the first time I’m hearing about you.”
 
Emery’s eyes flashed with apprehension, worried the jig was already up. But Jordan continued on, completely nonplussed. “We started out as friends, but eventually, I couldn’t help myself.” Jordan made the most loving puppy dog eyes at Emery, her heart constricting with the simple stare.
 
“Stop it,” Kendall squealed. “That’s too cute. I love you already. We all thought Emery would never settle down, but I guess she was just waiting to be swept off her feet.” With a man or with anyone, Kendall didn’t clarify, but Emery worked to remain present in the conversation and not get lost in introspection.
 
Emery rolled her eyes, a blush creeping across her cheeks. “Shut it, Kendall.”
 
“No, Kendall. I’d absolutely love to hear more about this,” Jordan interjected as she flashed another dazzling smile.
 
“Oh, girl. Sit next to me.” Kendall moved back to her chair and motioned toward the empty one next to her.
 
“I haven’t seen you in five years, and I’m already playing second fiddle to Jordan?” Emery chided as she moved toward the last open chair.
 
“Hey, Emery,” Patrick said from his chair as Emery sat down next to him. Lovable, kind Patrick. Who also made Emery nervous every time she looked at him.
 
“Hey, Patrick,” she said before she turned toward the woman on his other side. “I’m Emery,” she offered. “But you probably already got that from Kendall’s yelling,” she continued with a laugh.
 
“Ava,” the brunette supplied as Patrick gave her a reassuring smile. 
 
“How have you both been? Still in New York?” Emery focused on the conversation at hand, both alarmed and comforted as she picked up snippets from Jordan’s conversation with Kendall next to her.
 
Patrick nodded. “Yeah, we bought a place in Brooklyn a few months ago. The commute’s a little longer, but we love the neighborhoods over there.”
 
“And we could afford to buy in Brooklyn,” Ava chimed in.
 
Emery laughed and tried to catch the eye of a waiter to order a drink. “Completely. New York’s always been expensive, but Austin’s getting there, too. I can’t wait too much longer to settle down and buy before they’re all out of reach.”
 
Patrick raised an eyebrow before glancing toward Jordan and back to her, his coiffed hair ruffling slightly with the breeze blowing through the restaurant. He’d always been calm and composed, and Emery never knew what he truly thought about anything. Especially the things she’d never bring up first. “And is that something you’re thinking about doing soon?” he asked casually.
 
“I think I’m set on Austin for the foreseeable future, so no sense in waiting.” She considered the words as she said them, accepting the truth of the statement. She’d been so focused on building her career the past few years, she hadn’t given much thought to the next steps of her life, whether those included someone else or not.
 
She felt a hand on her forearm, looking up to see Jordan smirking at her, their faces only a few inches apart. “I am getting the greatest hits reel of Emery in college, and I can say, I am definitely not disappointed,” Jordan said, her smirk wide.
 
Emery looked past Jordan to Kendall seated on the other side. “Kendall, what have you been saying about me?” She tried to make her voice as stern as possible, but she knew it would have little impact on either of the women. 
 
Her college friends didn’t know her as a tough negotiator and problem solver. And Jordan had never seemed intimidated by Emery because she never tried to exert power over her. To Kendall, Emery was meek and sweet, more quiet than confrontational. And she had no idea what Jordan thought of her, but it must be a positive enough impression that she’d agreed to come along with her and pretend to be her girlfriend.
 
“Nothing untrue,” Kendall quipped back.
 
“Babe.” Jordan wrapped her fingers lightly around Emery’s wrist. “I think it’s cute you used to accidentally lock yourself out of your dorm room at least once a week.”
 
Emery tried to ignore the prickle on her skin erupting where Jordan continued to maintain a light touch on her forearm. “It wasn’t that bad.”
 
Kendall let out a loud laugh. “Whatever you say, but I’m pretty sure they had an extra key on standby for you at the front desk after the third or fourth time it happened.” 
 
A blush crept across Emery’s cheeks, but Jordan picked up the conversation before she had to come up with a witty retort. “Em’s sure changed a lot from those days. I swear, her planner has a planner. I can’t imagine the Emery I know locking herself out of her apartment.” True, but Jordan also had an extra key to Emery’s apartment for this exact reason, which was just good sense and being prepared.
 
The waiter stopped at their table, Emery having flagged him down with an embarrassing intensity only moments ago. “I’ll have a mojito, please,” she said in her calmest, most polished voice. “And whenever you see my glass empty, please feel free to bring me another one.”
 
She’d spent almost every moment with these people for four years. Why was she suddenly so nervous? Jordan projected the perfect amount of gentle ribbing and supportive girlfriend—all rolled up into one incredibly attractive package, and she hadn’t noticed a single too-long stare from her friends that signaled they were looking harder than she felt comfortable with.
 
The waiter nodded before shifting his focus to Jordan as Emery did the same. Her girlfriend was already so at home, chatting with her friends like she’d known them forever. An outsider would think she was the plus one and not Jordan if they noticed the table from afar. “I’ll have whatever beer you recommend,” Jordan chirped, her eyes light, a smile tugging at her lips from something Kendall had whispered in her ear.
 
“This is so unfair.” Emery gritted her teeth, Jordan’s hand still light on her forearm.
 
“You can get whatever drink you want, babe. No need to be jealous of my choice.” Jordan stared at her for a few extra beats like she didn’t understand exactly what Emery was referring to.
 
Emery huffed and rolled her eyes. “You’re the worst.”
 
“You love it,” Jordan replied immediately and gave Emery a little boop on the nose for good measure.
 
***
 
Emery finally started to calm down next to Jordan as the evening wore on. Her posture relaxed as the group chatted with and around them, no overly prodding questions asked or anything to bring their lie to light.
 
Jordan eased into the back of her wicker chair and watched the scene play out before her, content to be an observer as the group reconnected after so many years apart. Jordan had friends, but her life had taken a different path. She hadn’t had a set of people going through the same experiences with her at the same time like Emery’s life in college. She was interested at how the group quickly grew comfortable with one another again, even after so many years spent apart.
 
“Are you two doing the cooking class tomorrow?” Kendall asked next to her, including her back in the conversation that had shifted to college stories and memories of the past.
 
Jordan glanced at Emery for an answer, the woman deeply focused on her conversation with Casey and Patrick about who was more to blame for some piece of broken furniture in one of their college apartments. “I’m not sure,” Jordan answered honestly. She placed her hand on Emery’s forearm lightly to get her attention, the skin warm underneath her own. 
 
Emery looked over at her with clear, calm eyes, a genuine smile dancing across her face. “What?” She shifted her body to face Jordan and Kendall’s direction.
 
“I asked if you were doing the cooking class tomorrow? Or will you be lounging in a beach chair for the duration of your vacation?” Kendall chided.
 
“Oh,” Emery said, seemingly unsure of the right answer.
 
“I’m up for anything,” Jordan supplied. She didn’t know what the correct answer in this situation was, but no one could fault her for not being the most accommodating fake girlfriend in the world. 
 
“I’m a horrible cook,” Emery continued, Jordan realizing her hesitation came from the activity and not the other potential attendees.
 
“Aww.” Jordan grinned and rocked her shoulder gently into Emery’s. “That’s why you’re taking a class. Can’t get better if you don’t practice.”
 
Kendall cut in. “Oh god. You two are totally one of those couples who support one another and encourage growth.”
 
Emery raised an eyebrow. “Is there another type of couple you’d prefer to be in?”
 
“Oh, you know. Ghosting. Hiding true feelings. Keeping the crazy locked in until it’s too late to escape.”
 
“Jesus, Kendall,” Emery answered. “Who the hell have you been dating?”
 
“Obviously, no one worth bringing on this trip. But that’s fine with me. Gonna find me a few eligible suitors and have a great time in paradise,” Kendall continued with a conspiratorial wink.
 
Emery’s knee brushed against Jordan’s beneath the table, a small current of awareness passing through her body with the simple touch. She worked to not lose herself in the sensation, shifting her focus back to Kendall. “It’s a jungle out there,” Jordan said with a laugh. “But now, you’re in a beautiful, real jungle, so seems like you’re on an upward trajectory.”
 
“Oh, don’t I know it. I can only stay for about a week, but I am fully planning to take advantage while I can.”
 
“And to be fair,” Jordan added, “I haven’t let my true crazy come out yet, so no couple’s perfect.” She gave Emery’s leg a squeeze under the table.
 
Emery stiffened and shot her an alarmed look like Jordan’s words surprised her. Her wide, clear eyes drew Jordan in, and she did what any girlfriend would do to quell her fear. With a slight tilt of her head, she leaned over and placed a simple kiss on Emery’s lips.
 
The lips she met were soft and welcoming, and Emery leaned into the kiss in a way Jordan hadn’t expected. Her pulse thrummed through her body, her nerve endings buzzy and aware. For a brief moment, she considered running her tongue across Emery’s bottom lip and asking for entry. 
 
Until she remembered they were in public and, more importantly, none of this was real.
 
***
 
The door to the villa clicked shut behind them, Emery’s body still on edge in a way she couldn’t explain. She’d been anxious for the rest of dinner after Jordan had kissed her, unable to quell her racing thoughts as she’d focused on not sneaking glances at Jordan as the group had continued to laugh and reminisce well into the night.
 
Emery let out a long sigh. She removed her shoes next to the door and moved into the living room. She stared out the glass window toward the crashing waves, invisible in the darkness. 
 
Jordan disappeared into the bedroom and Emery wondered if she’d gone to sleep. She slipped the door open to the deck and stepped outside. She cozied up in one of the wicker chairs, listening to the gentle lull of the waves.
 
She heard a rustle of curtains, looking over to see Jordan standing halfway out of the door, a simple pair of striped boy shorts and an oversized t-shirt adorning her frame. She’d thrown her hair up into a messy bun, a few tendrils falling loosely around her face. Jordan looked gorgeous, all soft edges, her lips curved into a sleepy smile.
 
“It’s unbelievably beautiful here.” Jordan stepped fully outside and took a seat in the chair next to Emery. She tucked her legs beneath her and cocooned her body into itself.
 
“It is,” Emery answered as she continued to stare at Jordan, watching her as she gazed out into the expanse of darkness enveloping the moment.
 
“I was just messing with you at dinner,” Jordan said unprompted, looking toward Emery. 
 
She was lost in Jordan’s dark, penetrating eyes, and it took her a few extra seconds to work through the statement in her mind. Messing with her about what? The kiss? Emery wondered for a moment if she regretted it, if Jordan had thought she’d misstepped somehow. “Messing with me about what?” Emery asked nervously.
 
Jordan lifted a brow in the dim light and cocked her head slightly. “About the cooking class. We can do whatever you want on the trip. I’m down for pretty much anything. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”
 
A small puff of air escaped Emery’s lungs at Jordan’s unexpected focus. That is not where her mind had been at in the slightest. She laughed nervously to cover her confusion. “Oh,” she said, working to buy herself a few extra seconds. “It could be fun. You just can’t laugh at me if I fuck up royally.”
 
Jordan stared at her intensely, the seriousness setting Emery’s body on edge. “I wouldn’t,” she said as a small smile worked itself across her lips. “I mean, I would, but you know I’m rooting for you.”
 
Emery laughed at the very Jordan-like comment, and she rolled her shoulders to release the tension continually working itself into her body in spite of her want of a relaxing vacation.
 
Her gaze traveled across Jordan’s exposed collarbone, the slight glow from the moon casting a shadow across her face. But Emery didn’t need to see it, remembering the other woman’s lips vividly, the soft contours of her mouth as they’d unexpectedly pressed into hers at dinner. She hadn’t considered her feelings about being on a beautiful paradise island with a fake girlfriend beyond her own fears about coming out, the realization of her own want and interest in Jordan hitting her hard in the gut. 
 
Her confusion wasn’t fair to Jordan, and she worked quickly to shift her focus, unsure if Jordan was aware of her lingering stare, of her eyes transfixed on smooth skin begging to be touched. Emery didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, the majority of the vacation still in front of them. Day trips and cooking classes and hikes and so many fun things she didn’t want marred with awkwardness because Emery hadn’t gotten laid in too long.
 
She stood up and stretched her hands above her head. The sight breeze tickled her exposed abdomen, her body acutely aware of every sensation coursing through it. “I’m going to head to bed,” Emery said quietly.
 
Jordan stood up, too, a small smile on her lips. “Gotta be ready for your Iron Chef debut tomorrow?”
 
Emery rolled her eyes. “You’re such an ass.”
 
“But don’t forget, I’m an ass that’s rooting for you.” Jordan stepped inside behind her and locked the glass door.
 
Emery crawled onto her side of the bed minutes later. She stretched her body out beneath the covers as she tried to find a comfortable position—a task made difficult by her awareness of Jordan only feet away, already still beneath the covers like she’d fallen asleep. 
 
Emery’s heart beat unevenly through her body, and she worked to control her breathing. “Night, Jordan,” she whispered into the darkened room.
 
“Night, Em.” Jordan’s voice was so quiet, she almost missed it.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
Chapter Five
 
Jordan’s lungs burned, but she pushed through. One last burst of energy catapulted her down the beach as she crossed the imaginary finish line she’d set for herself. She and Emery sometimes went running together in Austin, but this morning, she needed some time alone to clear her head. 
 
She stood on the beach and made a tight circle as she scanned the resort before moving on to the light, choppy waves dotting across the horizon. A few children frolicked in the water, wiping out at random intervals as waves crashed into their tiny, uncoordinated bodies. She took in large gulps of air, the salty smell of the water burning her nostrils as she worked to even her breathing. 
 
Sweat clung to her body, even with the temperate morning weather, and she lifted up her shirt to wipe a few rogue droplets from her brow before they dripped down her face. She’d already completed three bare-footed miles in the sand, but her body wanted to do at least ten more. Her pulse hammered hard through her veins, an unsettling energy lodged in her chest since she’d woken up.
 
She desperately needed to find some sense of calm during this trip, a sense of stability to anchor her thoughts and actions as she continued to play Emery’s girlfriend, a task growing more difficult with each passing moment spent on the island.
 
They were friends, and the request had come because of Emery’s need to come out to her friends, not because she felt something toward Jordan. Wouldn’t that have happened already? She could flirt and dote, as per the needs of the arrangement, but it wouldn’t do either of them any good to blur the lines between reality and fiction.
 
Instead of walking back toward the room, she made her way up the beach toward the pool area. She wasn’t rude enough to throw her sweaty body into the cool water, so she continued on to the patio and slipped into a seat along the bar. 
 
The bartender from yesterday was working, and he stepped over almost immediately with no one else to serve. He flashed her a charming smile. “Morning. What can I get you?”
 
“An orange juice if you have it.”
 
He picked up a decanter filled with juice and looked toward her. “Do you mean like a mimosa?”
 
Jordan laughed at the unexpected question. It was barely ten in the morning, but maybe time was only a construct when people didn’t have anywhere to be. “I mean sure,” she said with a grin. “Why the hell not?”
 
The bartender began to pour from the decanter as he mixed champagne into the glass, chatting as he fixed the drink. “Sorry for reading the signals wrong yesterday.” He smiled apologetically.
 
“I didn’t know if you remembered me considering how many guests you must interact with every day, but I appreciate that,” Jordan said as he handed the drink across the bar. She stared at him for a few seconds, his wavy hair falling just above his ears, his skin tanned and his teeth extra white in contrast.
 
“You and your girlfriend were a pretty memorable pair,” he said with an embarrassed smile. “The number would have gladly gone to either of you, but she wasn’t giving me much to work with.”
 
Jordan quirked an eyebrow. “You’re not one of those guys who’s only being nice now because you think you can get in on a threesome, are you?”
 
He let out a deep laugh. “Wait, was that an option?” Jordan scowled at him, and he continued speaking quickly. “I’m kidding. My sister’s a lesbian, so I consider myself a great ally to the community. Meeting people can be a great perk of the job, but I try to never step into something unless I’m wanted there. Hence my apology. I’m Aiden by the way.” He extended his hand across the bar.
 
“Is this like a stripper thing where you give customers a fake name because you’re trying to build a rapport but still remain elusive?” Jordan teased.
 
That earned another laugh from Aiden, if that was even his real name. He picked up something shiny from behind the bar and held it up, the name embossed in tiny letters across his name tag. “I don’t wear it until management shows up later in the day, but yes, it’s my real name.”
 
Jordan reached out and shook his hand. “Well, nice to meet you, Aiden.”
 
He wiped down the bar before throwing the towel over his shoulder. “Girlfriend sleep in this morning?”
 
“Something like that.” Jordan didn’t want to get into the details of the situation. Of how she’d woken up and Emery had looked so cute, her hair spread across the pillow and her body starfishing in the giant bed. She couldn’t bear to wake her as she’d slept so peacefully. And she’d needed some time to herself anyway. To compartmentalize and prepare for another day of fake romance. “Can I ask you a question?” she blurted before she could stop herself.
 
Aiden stilled his hands and brushed a lock of dark hair out of his face. “Sure thing,” he said with another charming smile. Jordan had no doubt his ego would heal from the bruise of her rejection.
 
“Is it hard to have flings with tourists who will be leaving in a few days? Doesn’t that take a toll on you emotionally?” He seemed to actually consider the words instead of giving her some canned answer, although to be fair, she had no idea if he ever got this question.
 
“I mean, it is what it is. I can date people on the island, which isn’t that large at the end of the day. Or I can spend time with people I enjoy getting to know although the time has an expiration date. I try to do a mix of both, but I don’t not want to have fun because I know something’s going to end. Lots of things end when people believe they won’t anyway. At least this way, the cards are on the table from the beginning.”
 
“Wow, that’s a surprisingly deep outlook,” she laughed.
 
“I was a philosophy major in college,” he said with a wink. “And I’ve had a lot of time in this job to have conversations with different people.”
 
Could she do that? Let go and have fun, knowing there was an expiration date on the situation here with Emery? It was a little different considering they had to go back to their lives together as next door neighbors instead of Aiden’s predicament of being separated by an ocean, but the same concept still applied. They had a finite time on the island, and she wanted to enjoy it.
 
She’d never been so in her head before, so unsure of having fun and experiencing life in the moment. Losing the sense of ease with which she moved through the world was fucking with her far more than playing fake girlfriend to Emery right now, and she felt like everything would fall into place if she could find a safe path through it.
 
Jordan drained the remainder of her drink, a slightly buzzy feeling enveloping her body as the sun peaked higher in the sky, a breeze nudging against her still-damp skin. She gave Aiden a small smile and pushed her drink back across the bar, resolved to stop overthinking the trip and finally enjoy it.
 
***
 
Emery awoke to what was becoming a common occurrence—an empty bed. She’d slept in far later than her normal schedule dictated, but her brain was still tired as she planted her feet on the floor and willed her body to get moving.
 
Jordan sat on the patio outside with a cup in hand, her face framed in the silhouette of the late morning sun. Emery envied how at ease she looked, how her fingers gently traced the lines of her coffee cup as she stared out at the beach. Her body was still with the exception of her shoulders rising and falling almost imperceptibly with her breathing. 
 
She grabbed a cup of coffee from the kitchen area and stepped out into the morning sun, pouting as she stared at Jordan’s outfit. “Did you go running without me?”
 
Jordan turned toward her, a warm smile on her face. Emery gripped her coffee mug a little tighter. “Yeah,” she answered sheepishly. “You looked so peaceful. I didn’t want to disturb you.”
 
Emery made a little non-committal huff. “I mean, I guess that’s a good answer. Being thoughtful or whatever…” she said as her voice trailed off.
 
Jordan turned her gaze back toward the water. “What time’s cooking class?”
 
“In about two hours. I was thinking about taking a walk on the beach if you wanted to join,” she said with more confidence than she felt. 
 
Jordan looked over at her again, her dark eyes shining as the sun hit them, small flecks of gold dotting the edges of her irises. “Sure.”
 
“Cool. Just let me get ready. We’ll leave in a few minutes?”
 
“Sounds good,” Jordan answered simply before she stared back toward the ocean. 
 
Emery walked back inside, her thoughts jumbled, wondering if she was over-analyzing the situation. The conversation outside felt forced in a way things hadn’t ever been between them. She was probably on edge from the whole situation. Jordan was about as straight-forward as they came, an attribute she loved about the woman, so she had no doubt she’d be informed if something was wrong.
 
Her bikini was in the bathroom where she’d left it to dry yesterday. She put it on slowly, savoring the light smell of sunscreen wafting toward her nostrils. She could already imagine the sand beneath her toes as she worked to pull the criss-crossed fabric around her body.
 
She popped out of the bathroom a few minutes later, a pair of jean shorts completing the outfit. 
 
Jordan looked up at her as she stepped into the living room. “Damn, Daisy Duke,” she said with a grin that made Emery’s heart beat a little faster.
 
“Shut up,” Emery responded quickly before walking over to her coffee cup set atop the counter. She drained the last few sips before sliding her sunglasses onto her face. “You ready?”
 
Jordan bounced up from her seat with the grace of an athlete. “Lead the way.”
 
They used the patio exit to meander down to the sand, a small trail cut through the lush foliage separating the beach from the cabanas. Emery hadn’t bothered with shoes, the resistance growing as the sand grew deeper. They hit the expanse of beach, umbrellas dotting the shoreline as the wind whipped through her unruly hair.
 
“Here,” Jordan said as she worked to free a hair tie on her wrist. 
 
“How sweet of you, giving me a hair tie covered in your sweat.”
 
“I was expecting a thank you, but I’m happy to keep my sweaty hair tie if it doesn’t meet your standards,” Jordan grumbled.
 
Emery pushed a few strands of wild hair out of her eyes and groaned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult your hair tie or you. Can I have it?” She gave a wide, sincere smile. “Please?”
 
Jordan grumbled again and stuck the hair tie in her direction without speaking. They continued walking down the beach for a few minutes in silence, the sound of the waves and birds better than any ambient sound Emery could ever hope to purchase from the app store on her phone.
 
Her elbow bumped into Jordan’s torso as the sand threw her slightly off kilter, her pace slower than normal with the uneven terrain. “And now you attack me?” Jordan asked from beside her, almost like she was annoyed.
 
“I’m sorry.” Emery quickly slipped her arm through Jordan’s, working to balance herself. “I guess I’ll just need my girlfriend to help keep me upright unless you want us both crashing into the waves.”
 
She looked toward Jordan, a small smile finally appearing on her face. “Not a fair card to play. You know I take my job extremely seriously,” she said, her smile growing bigger.
 
“The consummate professional,” Emery stated. “Your service to your country is greatly appreciated.”
 
Jordan quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t know if that’s true, but I’ll take what I can get this morning.”
 
Emery stilled, her arm still threaded through Jordan’s as they faced one another. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
Jordan sighed, the sad sound setting Emery on edge. “I’ve just been feeling a little off since we got here. Probably the time change,” she continued quickly.
 
Emery was afraid to ask the question, but she knew it was important. She cleared her throat. “Are you still okay with everything?” She looked around, her voice dropping to slightly more than a whisper. “With pretending to be my girlfriend?”
 
***
 
Jordan stared into Emery’s clear blue eyes, almost the same color as the water she’d been waking up to each morning. But Emery looked scared, a fear and uncertainty slipping past her typically controlled facade. Jordan’s body reacted to the look, her own confusion taking a backseat to the struggle happening within Emery right now.
 
She didn’t know how she felt, but she knew a fake public breakup three days into the trip wouldn’t be good for either one of them. “I think it’s more difficult than I’d anticipated to lie to your friends.” And how right the lies feel, she added silently. “I like them.”
 
Emery’s posture grew slightly more confident, almost like she’d been worried Jordan was going to say something else, although she didn’t clarify what she thought that something was. “I’m sorry,” Emery said sadly. “We can cool things down a bit. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.” 
 
Emery disengaged their arms and put her hands on her hips. Jordan missed the contact immediately, chastising herself for even vocalizing her thoughts. Her skin still prickled from where it had connected with Emery’s moments ago. She didn’t know what she wanted, but she knew what she didn’t want after it happened. And that was for Emery to stop touching her.
 
She grabbed Emery’s hand in her own, gently swinging it between them. “No, I’m fine, Em. Like I said, just a little jetlagged. Let’s grab showers before the cooking class?”
 
They headed back toward the villa hand in hand, Jordan still getting used to how neatly their fingers fit together, unwilling to wonder why they continued to hold on to one another even though there was no one there who needed to see their show.
 
***
 
“I still don’t know why you insisted on wearing a dress,” Jordan chided as they walked toward a large, open kitchen where the cooking class was being held. She’d settled on a black romper and slip-ons, unsure what to expect or the level of involvement from the participants. She doubted it would be competition-style and she’d have to run around, but she didn’t want to embarrass herself in front of Emery’s friends if she could help it. Emery, on the other hand, had decided to wear a dress and heeled sandals. She looked like a baby gazelle learning to walk for the first time. “I mean, you look great. Is this to distract from the fact you said you were a horrible cook?”
 
Emery scowled at her. “Look Ms. Practicality, I wanted to feel cute.” 
 
Jordan couldn’t argue with the woman. If she wanted to feel cute by looking cute, she’d definitely accomplished her goal. The deep green dress complemented her blonde hair, lighter even from a few days in the sun, and the cut made her already long legs look even longer. Like her bathing suit, the dress had little sections cut out, her back and sides almost completely exposed. 
 
A small group of people surrounded one of the work stations, the majority of whom Jordan recognized from dinner last night. “Is that the bride and groom?” Jordan nodded toward two people at the center of attention she didn’t recognize.
 
Emery stilled beside her, a strange expression on her face. “Yes.”
 
“Do you think maybe we should go say hello to them?” Jordan asked, unsure why they’d stopped walking.
 
Emery rolled her shoulders next to her and plastered on a smile. “Sure,” she said, taking Jordan by the hand.
 
Jordan followed silently a half-step behind Emery as they navigated the empty work stations until they reached the other side of the room. 
 
Kendall noticed their arrival first. “Emery and Jordan! So glad you guys are here,” she squealed. Apparently, Kendall was a hugger. She enveloped Jordan quickly though they’d only met at dinner about twelve hours ago.
 
“Glad to see I made an impression,” Jordan joked, finally extracting herself from Kendall’s embrace.
 
“Have you met Rachel and Trevor yet?” Kendall asked as the group stared at them. Strangely, Emery still hadn’t said hello to her friends.
 
“I haven’t,” she answered Kendall before turning to the bride and groom. “I’m Jordan, Emery’s girlfriend. It’s so nice to meet both of you,” she said as she extended her hand.
 
“Great to meet you.” Trevor was all smiles, his handshake firm and warm.
 
She moved to shake Rachel’s hand next, an unreadable expression on her perfectly sculpted features. “Hi, Rachel. Thanks so much for letting me crash your wedding. Emery’s told me all about you,” she lied. Emery hadn’t told her anything about anyone, but the show must go on. “I’m excited to be here.”
 
“Good to meet you.” Rachel’s eyes drifted over to Emery, still quiet as a mouse during introductions. “Hey, Emery.”
 
Emery stepped into the circle. “Hey, Rachel. Long time no see,” she said as she moved to give her friend a hug. Emery gave Trevor a hug as well, the hellos now completed with all of Emery’s college friends.
 
The hugs gave Jordan time to survey the last of Emery’s friends. Rachel and Trevor were chipper, although they must be tired from traveling. Trevor was attractive in an All-American sort of way. His light, cropped hair was buzzed close on the sides with a slightly longer section coiffed perfectly on top. His broad shoulders filled out the edges of his short-sleeved shirt, well fitting-khaki shorts and boat shoes completing his outfit. It was a common look in Austin, but he wore it well, looking at ease among his group of friends.
 
Rachel, however, seemed less confident, although Jordan struggled to pinpoint why. The woman looked absolutely beautiful in a brightly colored sundress, her golden-brown hair perfectly curled and falling in gentle waves across her shoulders. She wore the kind of makeup that made her face look natural but was more appropriately a perfect application of the “natural look,” and she didn’t have an accessory or painted nail out of place. Rachel’s teeth gleamed as she smiled at something and let out a small, light laugh, but Jordan noticed the smile didn’t reach the edges of her eyes. She’d done enough portraits and studied enough faces to see behind even the most well-hidden veil of emotions, although she still couldn’t quite figure out what she was looking at behind the perfect exterior.
 
Weddings, regardless of the excitement, could also be incredibly stressful times. She didn’t relish the position Rachel and Trevor had placed themselves in, although some people must enjoy the spectacle given how many people still did it every year. She resisted the urge to snort and reoriented herself back to the conversation.
 
She felt Emery’s fingers thread through her own. “Wanna grab a station?” Emery asked quietly, her mouth so close it tickled the corner of Jordan’s ear.
 
“Sure.” She followed behind Emery to one of the empty stations, Casey and Bruce next to them with the rest of the friends at tables in front of them closer to the main instruction area. “I pegged you as the front and center type,” Jordan teased. “Surprised you’re willing to hang in the back.”
 
Emery chewed on her bottom lip. Her gaze dropped and her hand fidgeted restlessly from where it still enveloped Jordan’s. “No one can see how poorly I’m doing back here.”
 
Jordan laughed quietly and slipped her hand from Emery’s. She wrapped her arm around Emery’s body and gave her a side hug. “You’ll be great. We’re here to have fun and learn. Nothing else,” Jordan continued before she reached her free hand up and booped Emery softly on her nose.
 
“You two are stupid cute,” Casey chimed in from next to them, a wide grin plastered across her face. A few of the friends standing in the front row turned around, including the newest additions, the bride and groom. Jordan wondered if they should put on a show to solidify their love for one another.
 
Surprisingly, it was Emery who took things further, leaning in like Jordan had done the night before and placing a light, soft kiss on her lips. Jordan felt the heat of Emery’s fingers through the fabric of her romper. Emery’s touch was surprisingly demanding on her body given the sweetness of the kiss. 
 
“Thank you,” Emery whispered into Jordan’s lips, so low no one else could hear. She pulled her face back and stared at Jordan with calm, clear eyes that made her knees go slightly weak as she worked to maintain her composure. And more dangerously, made Jordan want to pull Emery close and do it again. For real.
 
A blush snaked across Jordan’s cheeks. “You’re welcome. I’m happy to help when that’s the thank you I get,” she said, a smirk tugging at the edges of her lips.
 
Emery leaned in close, and for a moment Jordan thought she was going to kiss her again. “Do you think they’re buying it?” Emery asked in a low, flirty whisper no one else could hear. Fuck, even Jordan was buying it, and she was one of only two people who knew it wasn’t real.
 
But as she processed the words, Jordan reacted like a bucket of cold water had been thrown over her head, although she worked to not change her posture or demeanor for the sake of the spectators. She smiled but didn’t take her eyes off Emery. “I think we could sell salt to a slug right now,” she said back with as much confidence as she could manage.
 
Emery let out an unexpected and surprisingly loud laugh, covering her mouth as she worked to control her volume. Her girlfriend was more of a performer than she’d given her credit for, Emery projecting the perfect balance of flirty and coy right now that sent Jordan’s mind, and body, into a tailspin.
 
Before she could consider the situation any further, the class leader stepped into the room, a white chef’s coat on his frame. “Afternoon everyone.” His authoritative voice quieted the chatter.
 
Jordan suppressed a laugh at their upscale cooking class as the instructor scanned the faces of the participants. “What’s so funny?” Emery asked as she leaned over.
 
“That’s Aiden.” Emery gave her a blank look. Right. She’d been alone when they’d chatted this morning after her run. “The bartender from the pool,” Jordan clarified with a laugh.
 
“All right, class,” Aiden said with a wide smile. “Today we’re making coconut shrimp and musubis, so I hope everyone’s hungry!”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
Chapter Six
 
Emery had too many thoughts bouncing around her spastic mind right now. Not fucking up and burning the classroom down. The arrival of the bride and groom. Jordan’s apparent first name basis with the bartender turned cooking instructor.  
 
And most pressingly, the way Jordan’s lips had felt against her own, how her hands had encircled Jordan’s waist against her better judgment, like the tips of her fingers were magnetic and Jordan’s body was filled with metal.
 
She shook the thoughts away and tried to focus on what the bartender turned chef said from at the front of the room. “What did he say?” Emery asked, staring over at Jordan, trying not to focus on her still slightly-wet lips.
 
Jordan turned slightly and opened a small fridge Emery hadn’t noticed under their counter. “We need to grab the ingredients. The printed recipe is there,” Jordan added, pointing her long finger at a laminated piece of paper sitting on the corner of the counter top, “But he’ll also be walking us through the instructions.” Jordan squinted at her. “You okay? Seems like we lost you there for a minute.”
 
Emery took in a few deep, even breaths. “Sure thing, babe,” she said, emphasizing the last word. “Let’s show these suckers who knows how to kill it in the kitchen.”
 
“That’s my girl.” A slight blush fanned Jordan’s cheeks. 
 
Emery found the pink dusting endearing, frustrated by the flip her stomach did in reaction. “You might feel differently after you see me in action.”
 
“Didn’t you just hype yourself up not thirty seconds ago?” Jordan laughed as she continued grabbing items from the fridge. 
 
“It’s all about the spin.” Emery idly picked up items situated on the counter, providing no real help.
 
“You mean the good spin?” Jordan chirped back, an annoyingly cute smirk on her face. 
 
Emery watched as Jordan deftly arranged the ingredients. “Who knew planning-oriented Jordan came out to play when cooking was involved?”
 
Jordan smirked again before she shut the door to the low fridge with her ass. “You’ve been in my apartment. How have you not noticed I cook almost every night?”
 
She considered the words. Emery was a hawk when it came to her professional life, but based on Jordan’s statement, she was beginning to question her personal awareness. “I guess you do feed me a lot,” Emery said quietly, thinking of all the times Jordan had shown up at her door with dinner when she’d arrived back from work at nine or ten o’clock at night.
 
“Did you think I was bringing you takeout?” Jordan asked, quirking her brow.
 
“I guess I didn’t really think about it.” 
 
“Aww, my little kept baby,” Jordan teased. “Food shows up on her doorstep just like it’s supposed to.”
 
Emery huffed. “That’s not fair. I bring you coffee in the mornings.” She scrunched up her nose. “Sometimes.”
 
“That’s true,” Jordan conceded. “And you know how I like it, and you can’t put a price on that.” 
 
“God, sometimes we act like we’re already together.” The words slipped out before Emery considered their implication, but there was no way to suck them inside again even though she desperately wanted to. 
 
Jordan stilled the knife she’d been using to cut up vegetables. Emery didn’t dare breathe, let alone speak. “And that’s what makes this so easy to fake,” Jordan said simply, quietly enough so no one else would hear.
 
Fake. The most important word in the history of words right now. Their relationship was fake. Their hand holding was fake. Their kisses were fake. Why did she feel like she had whiplash every time that important and true fact was mentioned?
 
She tried to come up with something witty to say back, thankful when she saw the class instructor stop in front of their table. “Long time no see, Jordan,” he said with a broad smile. 
 
“Hey, Aiden. I don’t think you two were properly introduced the other day, but this is Emery.” Their comfort with one another made Emery squirm. Even if he already knew they were supposedly together, it annoyed her Jordan hadn’t introduced Emery as her girlfriend.
 
With Aiden’s stare trained on her, she snapped back into focus. “Nice to meet you officially, Aiden. I’m Jordan’s girlfriend.” She extended her hand across the marble top toward his outstretched one and shook it with an intensity she usually reserved for business meetings.
 
“Did you have a fun rest of your morning?” he asked as he turned his attention back toward Jordan. God, why did Emery have so many questions about what Jordan was doing and who she was doing it with? She’d been playing her part perfectly, and the least Emery could do was not be a spastic control freak about what little time Jordan had for herself on the trip.
 
“I did,” she said without providing more information. “I didn’t know you also instructed cooking classes along with bartending and therapy.” Jordan spoke as she continued to cut up vegetables, almost completely through the task.
 
What had they been talking about this morning? And why did Jordan call it therapy? Emery felt woefully unprepared to feel like a third wheel in the conversation. She worked hard to keep her fidgeting fingers down at her sides instead of chewing nervously at her nails. Jordan wasn’t even into men. As far as she knew. 
 
Why was Emery acting like an actual jealous girlfriend? 
 
***
 
Jordan finished prepping the items and wiped her hand on a towel hanging from a low cabinet. “So how’d you end up as chef today?”
 
Aiden laughed. “Well, the official story is the normal guy came down with pinkeye, but knowing him, I’m pretty sure he’s sleeping off a raging hangover on the other side of the island.”
 
Jordan put her hands on her hips and squared off her shoulders. “And you’re qualified to jump in and lead us?”
 
“You live life long enough and you get to play all the parts,” Aiden answered modestly. “But don’t worry, I doubt you’ll ever see me pop up at morning yoga on the beach or leading a tango class. My skills only extend so far.”
 
A laugh pulled from between Jordan’s lips. “Anything we missed?” Emery hadn’t said a word in the last few minutes, but Jordan worked to ignore Emery’s resistance to socialize.
 
“Looks good to me. We’re making coconut shrimp and musubis today which is a great dish for beginners.” Aiden looked around the room for a few seconds to gauge how far along the other groups were in their prep. “I’ve gotta head back to the front now.”
 
“Bye, Aiden,” Jordan said with a wave.
 
He sauntered toward the front of the room but stopped by Kendall’s table instead of returning to his own station. Kendall laughed at something he said that Jordan couldn’t hear, her cheeks turning a rosy pink color. 
 
Jordan turned toward Emery. “That’s sweet.”
 
“What?” Emery’s face was scrunched up like she’d eaten something sour.
 
“That he’s paying extra attention to Kendall since she’s the only one without a station partner.”
 
Emery’s even stare made Jordan squirm. “I think he’s paying extra attention to a couple of people here.”
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”
 
A small blush tinged across Emery’s cheeks, her fingers fidgeting restlessly with the kitchen towel hanging from the cabinet. “Nothing.” Was Emery jealous? A small flutter worked its way through Jordan’s body at the possibility, although she had no way to gauge Emery’s state of mind from one second to the next. 
 
Jordan slipped her arms around Emery’s torso and moved her lips so they were almost flush with Emery’s ear. “He’s not my type, and I’m here with my girlfriend.” Jordan’s voice was barely higher than a whisper.
 
Emery groaned, but Jordan could feel her leaning into the touch. “Your fake girlfriend,” Emery answered quietly back, a sigh escaping her lips.
 
Jordan’s eyes narrowed, but she tried to remain neutral to Emery’s words. “I know. It’s probably not the easiest thing to be at a wedding with happy couples and have to pretend, but you’re doing a great job.” Jordan moved her hand up to wipe an errant hair from Emery’s face. Her body rippled with awareness from the slightest touch of her finger against Emery’s temple.
 
How had everything grown so complicated? Jordan had Emery practically pinned against the counter while they discussed their fake relationship in a room full of people who believed it was real. She resisted rolling her eyes at the absurdity and worked to temper the confusion welling up within her.
 
“Yeah,” Emery answered back quietly, a dullness in her voice that saddened Jordan to hear. 
 
“Get a room you two,” Casey chided from the station next to them.
 
The spell was broken as Jordan snapped back to reality with the interruption. Her hands dropped to her sides before she looked up at Emery earnestly. “Let’s try to have fun. Yeah?”
 
***
 
Wanting Jordan was not part of the plan. Emery’s body still hummed with electricity, little zaps springing across her body from where Jordan had touched her. Her hips. Her temple. Her shoulder. They zigged and zagged across her skin with no care as to the trail of fire they left in their wake. 
 
Emery stared at Jordan, their bodies no longer connected, her heart beating rapidly in her chest. “What do we need to do next?” she asked softly, worried her voice would betray her. She wanted to reach out and touch Jordan again, to feel the soft expanses of skin not covered by today’s cute outfit. To trace the tan lines emerging on her skin. 
 
Jordan lifted an eyebrow, but she didn’t mention Emery’s uneven cadence or darting eyes, unwilling to stare into Jordan’s for fear she’d get lost in them. “You can put the rice on,” Jordan said, standing up a little straighter.
 
A nervous laugh escaped Emery’s mouth. Cooking was already difficult, and her split focus made the task feel impossible. “Okay…”
 
Jordan laughed, although hers was much less strangled, and she moved slightly down the counter and turned her body toward it. She reached a hand out, grabbing Emery’s and pulling her flush with the workstation so they stood next to one another. Her body was still acutely aware of Jordan’s next to her, but she no longer had to work to avoid her stare, focusing on Jordan’s hands as they pulled items from the small bags on the counter. “We’re going to make sticky rice. Follow the instructions on the recipe, and we can work together again once it’s cooked.”
 
“Huh?” Emery had only processed about half of Jordan’s words.
 
“Damn,” Jordan teased, a lightness in her voice that made Emery blush. “You weren’t kidding when you said cooking was difficult for you.”
 
Emery scowled, but she picked up the recipe card in front of her and gave the instructions more attention than necessary. Better that than watching Jordan’s long fingers as she continued to cut vegetables next to her. Or how Jordan’s hips swayed dangerously close to bumping into her own as they worked. She’d never found the act of cooking sexy before, but seeing Jordan, so content, gave a whole new lens to the act. “Rice,” Emery said, like it was a new word in her vocabulary, the syllable awkward on her tongue.
 
“Yes. Rice.” Jordan gave her a confused look, her tone like a person talking to a small child. 
 
“Okay,” Emery said as she breathed deeply. She could do this. Maybe she’d be a bit more motivated if Jordan touched her again. It was distracting, but if she got the thing she wanted, maybe she could focus on the other tasks at the same time. A better idea than constantly wondering when their hands would brush next or what look Jordan would give her as Emery struggled to find her words. “Can you help me?” She was playing with fire right now, but she wanted to get burned.
 
“Sure,” Jordan answered immediately. She stretched her hand out and lightly plucked the recipe card from Emery’s, their hands brushing against one another. The tips of her fingers prickled with the contact, and she missed it immediately once Jordan was out of reach. Jordan measured out the rice and put it in the pot before handing it to Emery. “Okay. Now you need to put a cup of water plus two tablespoons in. Measuring cups are here,” Jordan said as she picked them up.
 
Emery reached out slowly, wondering if Jordan noticed how their fingers kept grazing, even if it wasn’t necessary. She carefully measured the water into the cup before she filled up the tablespoon measure twice more and poured them in as well. “Good?”
 
“Perfect.” Jordan smiled at her so sincerely, a jagged, disorienting feeling cut through Emery’s body. She wanted Jordan to smile like that again.
 
“What’s next?”
 
Jordan moved over to the stove and turned it on. “Now, we boil the rice and start making the liquid part.”
 
Emery was finally confused and not just playing dumb. Her brow furrowed at Jordan’s words. “Liquid part?”
 
“The rice isn’t naturally sticky after it’s cooked. You make kind of like a sauce to pour over it that causes it to clump together. That way, it sticks when you roll it in the nori.”
 
Emery nodded along, hanging on every word coming from Jordan’s perfect lips. “That makes sense.”
 
The smile that bloomed across Jordan’s face made Emery’s knees go weak. She pushed her hand hard into the counter to steady herself. “It’s fun,” Jordan continued as she turned on another burner, unaware of the war raging within Emery right now.
 
“Fun,” Emery repeated slowly, like she’d never heard the word before. 
 
Jordan placed her hand on Emery’s forearm, a ripple of awareness prickling across her skin. Emery looked up, Jordan’s almond eyes taking up her entire view. The other people in the room and tasks in front of them slipped away into nothingness. “You okay, Em?” Jordan asked, her voice tinged with concern.
 
Only if you keep touching me. “Yeah, sorry. I’m here,” Emery said quickly, feigning a smile. “Rice is cooking. Check.” She looked down at the recipe card to avoid Jordan’s deep eyes. “Now we need to-”
 
“Make the sauce,” Jordan supplied, her voice as light as the breeze in the morning. 
 
“Right,” Emery answered sheepishly. “Sauce.” She stood up, rolling her shoulders to work out some of the tension and give herself a few seconds to compose herself. She squinted at the recipe in front of her, willing the words on the page to make sense. 
 
“I already corralled the ingredients by the bowl they’ll need to go in, so we can start measuring everything out.”
 
“We should get massages after the cooking class.”
 
Jordan’s brows shot upward, clearly not expecting Emery’s suggested activity. She covered the look quickly, dropping her gaze down to the recipe card. “That sounds fun.” Emery could see a smile tugging at Jordan’s lips before she finally looked her way again. “I mean, this has been a pretty stressful trip on a beautiful island and everything. I think we owe it to ourselves to take some time to relax.”
 
“You’re playing the role of a lifetime, so I think you deserve as much relaxation as your heart can handle.” Emery blushed slightly at her words, but Jordan had a strange, almost melancholy look on her face.
 
“You know me,” Jordan said neutrally. “The consummate professional.” She plucked jars from in front of her quickly and began to measure out the ingredients. “Let’s get a move on. Don’t want to lag behind.”
 
***
 
Jordan had mostly been joking about needing a massage, but her back did metaphorically hurt from carrying the team during the cooking class. What the hell was up with Emery? She knew her friend had a lot going on right now, but the Emery during cooking class was spazzy, scattered, and twice had tried to add sugar instead of salt to the recipe. Jordan had to both complete her own tasks and watch Emery like a hawk to ensure their musubi was edible.
 
Jordan sighed as they stepped into the massage room an hour later. She was glad the cooking portion of the day was finished for many reasons. Emery looked toward her, still seemingly distracted.
 
“Thank god you booked these reservations on your phone during the class,” Jordan said as she locked the door to the small, private room behind them. 
 
Emery chewed on the inside of her lip as she stood awkwardly next to one of the tables. “Figured I’d do my part,” she said half-heartedly. “I know I wasn’t exactly helpful today.”
 
Jordan couldn’t stop the scoff that pushed past her lips in spite of her desire to mitigate the awkwardness. “Em, what was up?” she asked honestly. “You were all over the place. Are you doing okay?”
 
Emery’s shoulders hunched low, and she brought her hand up to cover her face. “I’m sorry. I know I was a complete fuck up in there.” She looked toward Jordan, her eyes full and glassy.
 
In that moment, Jordan felt horrible for her teasing, for her slightly annoyed words leveled in Emery’s direction. The pain on her face was real, worried Emery was going to burst into tears at any moment. She crossed the few feet of space between them and enveloped Emery in a tight hug. “Em, it’s okay. We’re here to have fun. I just don’t know what’s going on with you,” she said soothingly, running her hand against Emery’s hair. 
 
As she said the words, a frown tugged at her lips Emery couldn’t see. Maybe she didn’t know Emery as well as she thought she did. Their friendship felt less concrete as the days on the island ticked by. Had they not spent enough time together in Austin for Jordan to discover the messy, complicated bits? Or had Emery never let her in, keeping her at arms’ length when Jordan had believed them to be close? The second idea shook her more than she cared to admit, any romantic feelings pushed aside as she considered for the first time maybe they weren’t as connected as she’d thought. That she’d only seen a very small piece of who Emery truly was because that’s all she’d decided to share.
 
She didn’t feel less sympathy toward the woman who was obviously going through something, but she was confused. And annoyed, if she was being honest with herself.
 
“I’m sorry.” Emery pulled her head back, her voice slightly throaty, like she was about to cry. “It was weird seeing everyone today.”
 
Jordan didn’t quite understand the statement since they’d had dinner with everyone last night. Emery took deep breaths to calm herself, and Jordan didn’t want to ask a probing question that could unintentionally ignite the other woman’s sadness again. “It’s okay to feel weird.” Jordan pulled her own head back from the hug, too, their faces only a few inches apart. “Do you want to cancel our appointment? We don’t have to be here right now.”
 
Emery shook her head back and forth quickly. “No, no. I want to be here. I want us to relax. I want us to have fun. I’m just feeling a little crazy. God,” she said as she wiped her hand across her face. “I’m so sorry to be doing this to you right now.”
 
“Em...” Jordan brought her hand up to grab Emery’s. “Are you sure?”
 
Emery gave another resolute nod as she slipped out of Jordan’s grasp and walked across the room. “Yes. I want to be here,” she said as she began to unzip her dress down the side.
 
If Jordan had felt strangely before, watching Emery undress in front of her while holding back tears was a new level of discomfort. Her body was acutely aware of each newly visible piece of skin while her stomach bubbled as she tried to understand Emery’s sadness. Jordan had wanted to maintain better boundaries before, but seeing how lost Emery looked, how she couldn’t seem to get her bearings, resolved Jordan to a new level of compartmentalization. This wasn’t the right time to mix anything else into the scenario and make an already tenuous situation more complicated. 
 
Maybe there would never be a right time.
 
“Okay…” Jordan wanted to take Emery at her word even if she didn’t quite believe her. She walked over to the other chair, working hard not to look at Emery, now wearing only her bra and underwear.
 
She unbuttoned her romper and slipped it off quickly. She folded it gently and placed it on the chair, spending way more time and energy than she typically would, trying to give Emery a bit of space to get her thoughts together. She’d never seen her like this, and although she was good with people, she didn’t know what Emery needed right now. And more than that, she didn’t know what she could give her, the confusion of the situation growing blurrier each second. Her typically reactive nature was thrown off-kilter as she over-analyzed every word and gesture and thought.
 
Jordan jumped when someone knocked on the door. She strode over and unlocked the deadbolt. She looked back at Emery before she allowed them to come in. “You good?” she asked, her voice laced with concern as her eyes searched Emery’s.
 
“Yep,” Emery responded quickly with a surprisingly positive affect as she moved over to one of the massage beds and slipped on top, like she hadn’t been close to tears only moments before.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Chapter Seven
 
The late afternoon walk back to the villa was a quiet one, Emery unsure what to say after her almost-breakdown in the massage room. She’d held it together, for the most part, the hour-long massage helpful in giving her time and space to calm down without the need to discuss her feelings.
 
She didn’t want to talk about it. Any of it. She didn’t want to discuss how Jordan looked so at ease while she’d cooked and how Emery’s heart fluttered in response. And she didn’t want to talk about the feelings that seeing everyone brought up in her. And she definitely didn’t want to talk about how her emotions were so far beyond her control she thought she may never reign them back in. A passenger in her own life in a way that made her want to pull her hair out and scream in childish frustration.
 
So, she settled for walking in silence, her body gently bumping against Jordan’s, their arms brushing against one another in the long hallway as they made their way to the room.
 
Emery slipped her keycard in the door as they both stopped at the same time. Jordan followed wordlessly behind as they entered, Emery prepping herself for what came next. She dreaded the door shutting behind them, already anticipating Jordan’s observant eyes trained on her. That she’d want to discuss whatever had happened with Emery earlier.
 
She didn’t know what to say considering she didn’t quite understand what had happened. One moment, she’d been annoyed, and the next, the annoyance had morphed to sadness, like she’d been coming down from a drug she hadn’t known she’d been on. She was as confused as Jordan, but it was difficult to admit that.
 
She’d been lost in thought, looking up to find Jordan staring at her with her deep, dark eyes, like she saw inside Emery. The feeling made her twitch uncomfortably, and she bounced from foot to foot.
 
“I was going to head out and sketch for a little bit before dinner,” Jordan said casually, although Emery could see her hands flex harshly around the water bottle she held between them.
 
Emery was surprised she didn’t want to talk, but given she didn’t know what she’d say anyway, it was probably for the best. “Okay…” She wasn’t disappointed so much as confused, working to figure out how Jordan was feeling in the moment. She could have asked her. No. Too easy. She settled for a slight shrug as she tried to work a passable smile across her face. “I’m getting into this daily nap thing, so I’m going to lay down before dinner. Have fun,” she said as she raised her hand in the air to say goodbye before walking toward the bedroom.
 
She shut the door to the bedroom behind her. All she wanted to do was throw herself down on the giant bed, but her body was still oily with massage lotion, and she couldn’t bring herself to throw cleanliness to the wind. There were very few things she was in control of right now, but hygiene was one of them.
 
Emery pattered over to the bathroom. She slipped her dress off as she walked across the room. As she turned on the shower, alone with her thoughts, she couldn’t control how they wandered, couldn’t push them away as the room began to fill with steam. 
 
She’d tried not to stare during the massage, but she’d been mesmerized, Jordan’s long body next to her, shoulders exposed with a crisp white blanket against her skin. She’d put her hair up in a messy bun on her head, her long neck relaxed, her head facing away from Emery. Their massage tables had been close to one another, so close Emery could have reached out and touched her if she’d wanted. Could have run her fingers down the back of Jordan’s already tanned arm. Jordan’s muscles had been relaxed, the sight reinforcing how wound up Emery had been, her own body stilted and unnatural on the table.
 
But she’d kept her hands at her side, thoughts racing for the entire sixty minutes, almost feeling worse when they’d left than she had going in. What the fuck was wrong with her? Okay, she knew, but she wasn’t prepared to deal with it, and she was furious with herself that she couldn’t get past her emotions.
 
She lathered her body, working the soap across her exposed skin, her fingers digging into the flesh as she worked to ease the tension out like she hadn’t had a massage meant to do that exact thing. And there, in the center of it all, was Jordan. In her bikini. In her cute linen shirts. In her underwear.
 
The frustration continued to build within Emery, growing more spastic with each passing moment until she couldn’t control herself in spite of her best judgment, as her hand slipped between her thighs. This wasn’t fair to either one of them, but that didn’t seem to matter. Alone in the bathroom, her frustration morphed to desire. Her anger to passion. She needed to release the pressure that had been building as sure as the steam that continued to fill the bathroom. Both real. Both taking up space. Both suffocating her with their intensity.
 
It didn’t take long. A few purposeful strokes. A few thoughts she hated herself for. A few trembles when she imagined the hand as someone else’s for her to come apart. She pushed hard into the side of the shower as she came down, her legs slightly wobbly, her skin hot and raw.
 
She thought it would make her feel better. She thought alleviating the pressure was the best way to fix things. To get it out of her system. 
 
But it didn’t. It had shown her a possibility, and like a poison, it began to spread, moving from her core and outward. It flowed silently through her body, frenzied and out of her control. The tightness in her gut was now an awareness in her entire torso. Then, her torso couldn’t hold the feeling in any longer as it continued to snake, hot and vicious. It finally found an artery, a way to infuse through everything with a speed that made Emery want to fall to her knees in the shower.
 
Once it hit her veins, she was a goner. The tips of her fingers. The balls of her heels. The shell of her ear. Consumed. Infected. Overtaken. 
 
The change was complete, and as Emery dragged herself out of the shower, she haphazardly threw a robe on her body and fell into bed, her mind racing, her body sated. She put her hand across her forehead. She focused on her breathing and counted as she worked to distract herself. 
 
“Fuck,” she breathed out once she reached a hundred. All she’d done was open her veins to let the poison spread faster.
 
***
 
Jordan shut the door to the villa behind her when she returned, the evening sun low on the horizon. She threw her bag down near the kitchen counter and let out a deep exhale. She was exhausted. Not because of the sun. And not because of the time change. And not because of the drinking, although that probably hadn’t been helping. 
 
No, she was exhausted for precisely one reason: a frustratingly attractive blonde who seemed to be on the verge of a breakdown. Like, what was that even about? Composed, focused, practical Emery had turned into a person she didn’t even recognize, and the worst part was, she had no idea how to help her. 
 
She turned on the light in the living room before she walked out to the deck. She’d been outside sketching, but even with her own frustration and confusion, missing even a moment of the beauty around her was something she knew she’d regret once they returned home. And in spite of the chaos, staring at the rolling waves helped calm her slightly. She found comfort in their predictability as they ebbed and flowed, like they couldn’t make up their mind, didn’t know where they truly wanted to be. But maybe that was the point. To keep moving. To refuse to sit still. To roll and roll and roll until change became the constant. Until it looked the same to everyone else, even when every wave was a new droplet of water, a new experience.
 
At the sound of the sliding glass door, she turned her head, jarred back to reality. A place she didn’t want to be right now. Emery stood halfway in and halfway out, one foot on the deck and one on the floor inside. She looked slightly embarrassed, although more well-rested than the last time Jordan had seen her, no longer on the verge of tears.
 
“Hey,” Jordan said tentatively as she cupped her hand around her neck and kneaded at the muscle.
 
Emery’s body shifted gently from side to side like she couldn’t make a decision about whether she wanted to be there or not. “How was drawing?”
 
A small smile worked itself across Jordan’s face against her best efforts, happy Emery had seemed to work through some things. “It was good. Another beautiful day in paradise,” she said with a gentle laugh, the rolling waves drawing her gaze back out toward the sea.
 
“So…I was thinking…” Emery’s voice was low, almost inaudible over the sound of the waves.
 
“What’s up?” Jordan looked toward her again, working to decipher the look on Emery’s face.
 
“Would you want to hang out here tonight? Maybe order some room service. Watch the sunset from the deck?” Emery continued to shift, although she was mostly out the door now, leaning against the frame and staring out at the water as she spoke.
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side, surprised at the suggestion. But as she considered the idea, staying in and taking a break from the pageantry could be exactly what she needed to get back on track. To recalibrate to get through the next week. “Sure,” she said with a smile that finally felt real. She touched her fingers to her lips at the discovery.
 
“Great,” Emery beamed back at her, like all the strangeness of today hadn’t happened. “I’m going to go grab the menu.” She ran back inside so quickly Jordan couldn’t help but laugh, returning moments later with a menu. “I could only find one,” Emery said as she pushed the empty chair closer to Jordan before sitting down.
 
“I think I can manage to share,” Jordan teased, although when their fingers brushed together lightly as Emery opened the menu, she considered maybe it wasn’t the best idea. “What are you thinking?”
 
She looked over to find Emery staring at her, blue eyes wide and unblinking. “Thinking about what?”
 
Jordan pursed her lips. “About getting for dinner,” she said quickly, working to keep her voice light and breezy.
 
She thought she saw Emery’s eyes falter, like yesterday in the mirror, but when she stared closer, the look was already gone, and she had to believe her mind was playing tricks on her. “I’m pretty hungry,” Emery said as she studied the menu again. “But I mean, what could ever top the decadence and perfection of lunch today.” She refused to look up, her lips turned upward in a smile.
 
Emery wasn’t the most expressive person, and Jordan knew this was her way of acknowledging she’d fucked up. Today had been weird, and it wasn’t Jordan’s imagination. Her lips turned upward in a smirk. “It was definitely something I’ll always remember.” She looked over at Emery, her eyes now trained on Jordan.
 
Emery stared at her for a beat without speaking, the few seconds stretching out between them. “Me too,” Emery said quietly before shaking her head back and forth, like she was trying to jostle the memories away.
 
“So let’s order a bunch of different stuff and share? Is that cool with you?” Jordan asked, averting her gaze again. At this point, she should just stick to wearing sunglasses 24/7 so she didn’t have to remember to look or not look. Or wonder if she was looking too hard.
 
Everything had grown complicated in the last few days, an acute awareness of her behavior she didn’t typically have, that they didn’t used to have around one another. Now, every conversation was a landmine. Every touch was a game of Russian Roulette. 
 
And the worst part was she couldn’t seem to stop jumping around haphazardly like she was trying to take everything down with her when the inevitable explosion happened.
 
***
 
Within forty minutes, a cart of food had been delivered that looked more reasonably like it could feed a large family than the two of them. But Emery was ravenous, and in spite of her joke, their lunch had been edible, but she’d been too nervous to eat or enjoy what they’d made.
 
When she’d woken up from her nap, she’d felt different. Not great. Not sure of her decisions. Not even in control of her life. But what she had accepted was she found Jordan attractive. She’d been acting like a shitty friend. And even with her confusion, she wanted them to have a good time.
 
Jordan had grabbed a shower while they waited for the food, Emery content to sit on the deck and watch the tiny boats on the horizon, at the people who passed by every so often, mostly in pairs, holding hands as they walked through the sand. 
 
She’d never had that. A person. She’d thought she did once. But she’d been wrong, and she still carried the weight of her crushing confusion even years later. Overall, it was for the best. She made choices based on her needs. She had time to focus on growing her career. And most importantly, she didn’t have to worry about being wrong again. About misreading a situation. 
 
Yet, here she was, years later, caught in the same predicament, unwilling to make the same mistake twice. She and Jordan were friends, and Jordan had never told her otherwise. Emery couldn’t control her attraction, but she also didn’t need to make a fool of herself.
 
Jordan appeared in the doorway as she stared wistfully out at the ocean, and when she looked over at her, even though her heartstrings tugged, she worked to temper the feeling.
 
Jordan stepped back onto the patio, dressed in shorts and an oversized t-shirt, her hair already drying, wild and loose around her shoulders as the edges curled around her chest. “Food’s here.” 
 
“Awesome.” Emery bounced up from her chair and followed Jordan inside. 
 
They piled their plates high with food. Emery balanced her plate in one hand as she grabbed the mojito she’d ordered with the other before they returned to the deck.They sat and ate in silence for a few minutes, Emery content to enjoy the sunset as the sun began to drop low in the sky. 
 
“Did you tell your friends we weren’t going to be at dinner?” Jordan asked in between bites of food.
 
“I texted Casey and let her know. They’re already tired and they’ve only been here for a day, so I think she understood.”
 
“Who knew vacation could be so exhausting?” Jordan smiled wryly before taking a sip of her own drink. “So how’s everything been going with you? I mean, with work,” she continued quickly. “I was honestly surprised you were able to take so much time off. I don’t think you’ve missed a day since I’ve known you, including the time you were so horrendously sick you took a bag in case you threw up.”
 
Emery laughed, although a blush fanned across her cheeks. “Not one of my proudest moments, I’ll admit…” Until becoming friends with Jordan, she hadn’t considered her chaotic, insanely busy work schedule to be a bad thing. She was a Director by twenty-seven, had saved a significant amount of money from living meagerly, and she was well-respected by her colleagues.
 
She didn’t have much of a social life, her love life was non-existent, she had to take anxiety medication, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d called her parents. But hey, she was successful, and she told people who she was instead of letting them tell her.
 
“I don’t know how you do it,” Jordan pushed on, her tone sad more than accusatory. She played with her fork between her fingers, flipping it idly around as she spoke.
 
“Do what?” Emery thought she understood, but she didn’t want to give more away than necessary, especially to someone like Jordan. Someone who had their shit figured out.
 
“Work that hard. Work so much.” Jordan cleared her through, her posture changing slightly. “I”m sorry, I’m not trying to be judgy. I just...you don’t seem happy. I don’t like that.”
 
Emery sighed, rolling her shoulders to ease some of the tension. “You don’t need to be sorry. I know I’ve been all over the place, especially lately. We have a big client at work right now, and life has been even crazier than usual.”
 
“And by life, you mean work,” Jordan pressed, her eyes now trained squarely on Emery.
 
She hated the focus, like Jordan could see straight into her soul, probably, like Emery did, finding it lacking. “A difference without distinction,” Emery bit back, slightly condescendingly. 
 
She immediately regretted her words as hurt flashed across Jordan’s face. “Emery, I’m here to help you,” Jordan answered resolutely, even now, her composure shining through in a way Emery’s never had.
 
“I’m sorry.” She fidgeted in her chair and worked to find the right words. “What did I ever do to deserve a friend as good as you?”
 
“I don’t know that you deserve me.” Jordan‘s voice was slightly defiant, and she paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “But we’re here, and I don’t think we should spend the trip worrying so much.”
 
***
 
Maybe Jordan should start taking her own advice, she thought sourly as she stared across the small expanse of space. Her remark had been cutting, frustrated she’d let it slip out, the hypocrisy shining through.
 
“So...I have a question...” Emery stared at her, Jordan completely caught off guard with the change in tone.
 
“What’s up?” She continued to fiddle with her fork, finding comfort in the distraction from the blue eyes now trained on her.
 
“You never really told me what happened with you and Alicia.” Emery’s words were soft, a departure from her typically practiced voice.
 
Jordan’s heart hammered in her chest, her stomach dropping low. Had Alicia said something to her? Implausible, but the question had come out of left field as far as Jordan was concerned. She wondered if Emery knew more than she was letting on. “That’s not a question, it’s a statement.”
 
Emery rolled her eyes and laughed gently, a light, sweet sound that caught Jordan by surprise with how it worked itself through her body. “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want. I’m just realizing in the face of your well-meaning prodding that I haven’t really been there for you. That I’ve been wrapped up in my own drama. So, what I’m saying is…” Emery paused and took a sip of her drink. “If you want to talk about it, we can. And I am sorry about the comment I made about your breakup when I asked you to come on the trip with me. It was thoughtless, and I wish I could take it back.”
 
Jordan’s brow drew upward, surprised Emery had thought about it after. Even more surprised she brought it up now. She didn’t want to get into it and the can of worms it would open, but she appreciated Emery extending the olive branch, of working to connect with her and check-in. 
 
“I mean, we’d only been dating for a little while when you moved in.” Jordan was cautious, trying to lay the framework for the story she wanted to tell. “I think we stuck it out so long because we thought we should click, but at the end of the day, we didn’t.”
 
Emery leaned forward, staring at Jordan with a depth that made her fidget, not understanding the sudden curiosity. “What do you mean?”
 
“What do you mean what do I mean?” Jordan parroted, her mouth cracking into a grin.
 
“I just…” Emery paused and took a deep breath, the moment growing serious. “I, um...I’ve never been in a relationship before. So, I don’t know how you know, ya know?” She smiled, a blush fanning across her cheeks, the same color as the almost setting sun as it dipped across the horizon.
 
Jordan worked to hide her surprise, slightly thrown off by Emery’s words. She didn’t understand how that was possible, but as she considered it, she hadn’t heard Emery mention dates or girlfriends over the past year. They talked a decent amount about their lives, but Emery mostly stuck to the abstract. Politics and ideas and the current economic climate. She was beginning to realize as she thought it through, Emery didn’t divulge a lot about her personal life.
 
“First off, Em. You’re a catch,” she said with a sincerity she couldn’t hold back, her voice almost cracking with the admission. “And I don’t know when you know, since I’ve never known.” Jordan’s eyes flicked out to the sea, focusing intently on the sun as it dropped completely below the horizon. “So, I guess the better way to answer it is how I didn’t know…”
 
Emery smiled and let out a squeal, and Jordan’s heart thudded in tempo with the sound. “Oooooh, storytime?” she asked with baited breath. She situated herself into a more comfortable position in the chair, her body now facing toward Jordan.
 
A laugh escaped Jordan’s mouth, Emery’s face innocent and open in a way that threw her. Especially considering the not-so-innocent thoughts she’d been having about her the past few days. 
 
“I didn’t feel that pull. I liked spending time with her when we did, but I didn’t wake up and check my phone first thing in the morning or make sure I sent off a good night text before going to sleep. I think…” she paused, slightly embarrassed with her ambivalence. “I think at the end of the day I didn’t care much which made working on things feel like more of a chore. I didn’t want to do what was necessary for us to continue moving forward together.” Emery stared at her, emotion flashing across her face that Jordan couldn’t decipher. She didn’t know how her words had been interpreted or if she’d even expressed them well. “But, as I’m saying them out loud, I’m kind of feeling like a complete asshole,” Jordan continued awkwardly. It wasn’t the whole story, but she hoped it was enough to placate Emery.
 
Emery cocked her head to the side and chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I don’t think that makes you an asshole.”
 
“You don’t?” Jordan mirrored Emery with her own head cock, working to understand. She sure sounded like an asshole when she broke it down like that, curious as to Emery’s response.
 
“I think it’s brave you tried. I think the fact is, most relationships end in breakups, not marriages.” Emery picked at the arm of her chair as she spoke, giving it a great deal of focus, her body slightly folded into itself. She looked somehow smaller than Jordan had ever seen her look before.
 
“I don’t exactly think laziness is brave, but I appreciate the sentiment,” Jordan said lightly, working to bring them out of the intensity that had settled over the conversation.
 
“I was kinda surprised you had a girlfriend when I first met you…” Emery let the words hang between them, not clarifying the implication.
 
Jordan tapped her fingers errantly on the arm of her own chair, pushing her tongue against the back of her teeth so she didn’t say something rude. “And why’s that?” she finally asked, expecting Emery to say something about her being flighty or chaotic or wild. Things other people had told her, but that would hurt worse coming from someone she’d thought actually knew her.
 
“Because you seemed so cool. I didn’t expect someone like you to be willing to settle down when I’m sure you get hit on all the time.” A blush spread across Emery’s cheeks before she let out the sweetest, most embarrassed smile Jordan had ever seen.
 
Like blushing was contagious, warmth spread across Jordan’s cheeks as she absorbed Emery’s words, working to process them and come up with a respectable answer. “You never told me you thought I was cool,” Jordan teased, trying to lighten the mood as the conversation slowly veered back toward dangerous territory.
 
“Oh shut up” Emery reached her hand out to push Jordan playfully. “Don’t let it go to your head.”
 
Jordan was prideful and flashed a broad smile at Emery. “I don’t know...out of all the lesbians in the world, you did pick me to be your fake girlfriend.” 
 
“That’s not a fair barometer,” Emery bit back lightning fast, although her eyes were light, her body finally relaxed in a way Jordan hadn’t seen all trip. “I barely know any lesbians.”
 
“But you could,” Jordan chirped immediately, wiggling her eyebrows for emphasis. “I’m sure twelve hour days don’t help your cause, but I have no doubt you’d have a line twice as long as any you’d think I’d have.” Her statement was painfully obvious, surprised Emery didn’t see it.
 
Emery polished off the last sip of her drink. “So, you’re saying we both need to set up kissing booths and see who gets more people?”
 
She’d missed this Emery. This funny, sometimes goofy, slightly weird person who she’d become friends with over the past year. She hadn’t seen her in a while, and it was like the sun coming back after months of cloudy days. Like a flower pushing up through the dirt after a long, cold winter.
 
Jordan took a sip of her own drink. “I don’t know that either of us want to kiss that many strangers.”
 
“Totally their loss.” Emery stirred the almost melted ice around in her glass and stared out at the dark expanse, night fully enveloping the island. “You’re a pretty good kisser.”
 
Jordan’s pulse picked up unevenly to a strange, chaotic tempo that made speaking difficult. And under the chaos, for the first time, was a small bud of hope, blossoming through her in spite of the darkness. But she didn’t dare act on it, their friendship more precarious now than ever. She couldn't stop herself completely though, leveling a stare at Emery, a strange bravery coursing through her with the cover of darkness. “Emery, those weren’t real kisses,” she said, her heart picking up slightly. “If you got one of those, you’d know…”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Chapter Eight
 
In a dramatic turn of events, Emery woke up first. She rolled herself quietly off the bed like a stealthy spy, working to control her laughter at the thought. She briefly made a gun with her hands and shot at beams of light as they filtered into the room before holstering her fake weapon and walking quietly into the bathroom.
 
“Still got it,” she said to herself with one more pow pow motion as she looked in the mirror, her hair already a bit lighter, her skin already slightly more tan.
 
She felt good, strangely so this morning, invigorated from her conversation with Jordan last night. Things were finally getting back to normal between them, and dinner hadn’t been permeated with any of the growing awkwardness that seemed to infuse their exchanges since arriving in Hawaii.
 
She shot off a quick text to Casey: Coffee? I know you’re uppppppp.
 
Casey had always been an early riser, more surprising since most mornings in college, they’d been too hungover to function. At least she had been, Emery now wondering if Casey had actually been drinking as much as them, impressed with her fortitude either way.
 
Casey replied immediately: And wouldn’t you know, I was saving my third cup to have with you…
 
She wanted to let Jordan sleep, slightly embarrassed at how she’d been monopolizing the bed in the morning. And in the afternoon. And basically any time the whimsy struck her. She didn’t recognize herself this trip, strangely comforted by the idea.
 
She threw her hair up in a high ponytail and grabbed a pair of shorts and a tank top, tip toeing around the bedroom to ensure she didn’t wake Jordan up. Before she left, she scribbled a note and left it on her pillow, letting Jordan know where she could find her. And, selfishly, she stared at Jordan for a moment as she slept. Her bright hair fanned across the pillow. The serene look of contentment etched across her face. Her smooth skin, slightly visible above where the comforter tucked beneath her shoulders.
 
It took all the self restraint Emery had to resist crawling back into the bed, and she left the villa as soon as possible to make sure it didn’t happen. Fifteen minutes later, she arrived outside at the same pool lounge they’d first had a drink at together. Although this morning, she’d be opting for coffee instead of liquid courage.
 
Casey was already situated at a table, her laptop open as she furiously clicked away at something, probably a strongly worded email to any company treading on the little guy. She’d always loved Casey’s do-gooder nature, sacrificing what Emery assumed were significant amounts of money to fight for those more disenfranchised.
 
Emery slid into the seat across from her and picked up a breakfast menu from the table. “Morning.” She was all smiles, relaxed in a way she couldn’t remember in recent memory.
 
“Well, well, well...” Casey quirked an eyebrow emphatically. “Looks like someone had a good night. The only possible reason for why you skipped out on dinner…” Even though Casey’s words were teasing, for the first time since she’d been there, she had the feeling of being watched too closely by one of her friends. But she pushed it away quickly, almost sure she was mistaken.
 
Emery laughed and continued to scan the menu. “Is Bruce here?”
 
“Lord, that man sleeps like the dead. But it’s nice. I have my mornings to myself, and then he gets up and we spent the rest of the day together,” Casey said smiling, the love for him radiating from her in waves.
 
“That’s sweet.” Emery was happy Casey had found someone who complemented her so well.
 
Casey finished typing and shut her laptop, her attention now solely focused on Emery. “What about you?”
 
Emery flipped the menu around in her fingers. “What about me?”
 
“You and Jordan?” Casey supplied. Emery froze, unsure how to answer. Thankfully, Casey continued. “She’s still in bed, so I assume you’re the early bird?”
 
Emery considered the question, wondering how much of the truth she have available before she needed to weave in a lie for the sake of the story. “It depends. She was up first the last two days, but by some miracle, I beat her today.” Emery smiled, slightly pleased the truth fit the answer.
 
Casey took a sip of her coffee, Emery’s mouth watering at the sight. “Still jet lagged?”
 
She shook her head back and forth. She was tired, but it wasn’t from the time change. She was tired from work. Tired from being stressed. Just tired. She hadn’t had the luxury of sleeping in for the past few years, surprised her body had acclimated so quickly. “Just needed to catch up with some much needed vacation days,” she said, again sticking to the truth but not working herself into a corner.
 
She hadn’t anticipated not having Jordan with her would make things more difficult, that she’d have to talk to her friends one-on-one and maybe supply answers to questions she didn’t have. To things she didn’t want to discuss. But she loved Casey, and in spite of navigating her lies, she was still excited to see her. 
 
She made a mental note to remember anything she went off-script with to tell Jordan later, just to make sure they remained on the same page.
 
“I can’t believe how adult we all are.” Casey broke the tension of Emery’s internal monologue as it revved up with her list of to-do’s.
 
“Same.” She didn’t feel like an adult most days, but that’s what the world deemed her to be, so she tried to roll with it the best she could. Casey stared at her for a few beats, Emery’s brow drawing upward with confusion. “What?” she asked, worried she had something on her face with Casey’s penetrating stare.
 
“I’m happy for you. And Jordan’s great by the way, but I know I don’t need to tell you that,” Casey finished with a smirk.
 
A heat worked across Emery’s body. Casey was completely right. Jordan was great, in every sense of the word. Gorgeous and amazing and funny and sociable. Exactly the reasons why she was completely out of Emery’s league, still shocked Jordan had agreed to go along with her plan. “She is pretty great,” Emery pushed out, again thankful, and slightly confused, that she was able to stick so closely to the truth.
 
Emery thought the conversation was over, but apparently Casey wasn’t done. “And I meant what I said when I saw you in the lobby. You look absolutely amazing, Em.” 
 
Her blush intensified, wrapping around Emery’s neck, unused to the unabashed compliments. She’d always been the slightly mousy, slightly studious friend in their raucous group, although she’d tried to keep up for the sake of appearances with drinking and flirting as best she could. But with Casey’s open nature and Kendall’s boldness and Rachel’s...well, Rachel was just categorically very attractive, most eyes flitting to her when they’d entered a party. Emery didn’t think she held a candle to her friends.
 
Which for the most part, she’d always been fine with, not wanting too much attention anyway. After college, there was no reason to hide. No excuse for not living her life. But it had still been difficult to open up, more so than she’d ever imagined. So instead of coming out and living life on her terms, she’d focused on herself and her career, on being the best version of herself even if that version was alone. Going to the gym. Figuring out which style worked best for her. Learning the basics of good makeup application. Excelling professionally as fast as she could, working as hard as it took to get to the next level.
 
“Thanks, Casey. That’s sweet of you to say.” She stared down at her hands, unsure how to navigate away from the focus on her, something that made her palms itchy and caused her to fidget restlessly in her chair. She cleared her throat before speaking again, hoping her voice didn’t crack with her discomfort. “But enough about me. Tell me everything you’ve been up to?”
 
 
***
 
Jordan rolled over and stretched her arms out wide. Her muscles prickled with awareness through her back and shoulders from her massage yesterday. As she did one final reach out to the sides, her hand slapped against the pillow and hit something decidedly unpillow-like as her mind tried to work out the texture.
 
She opened her eyes, noticing the emptiness of the large bed first, Emery nowhere to be found in the bedroom. She was probably already doing something productive, checking work emails or sitting with a cup of coffee on the veranda out by the pool. Her fingers grasped around what she now understood was a piece of paper. She dragged it toward her so she didn’t need to move.
 
Getting coffee with Casey at the pool bar at 9AM. Come join us if you wake up!
 
She looked at her phone, surprised to see she’d slept in until almost 9:30, only unusual because of how late it was in Austin. And most surprisingly, her face split into an uncontrollable smile. She missed Emery already. She slid out of bed and crossed the room in a few steps like she was being pulled by an invisible string. 
 
She threw on her bathing suit and a pair of jean shorts, taking a few seconds to stare at herself in the mirror. Her skin was definitely more tan, her already white teeth even shinier in contrast to her now mocha colored skin. And Jordan couldn’t help but think of Emery, the water baby. She hoped she’d remembered to put on her SPF 50 this morning, but she grabbed the bottle off the counter just in case.
 
Jordan pushed her makeup brushes and toiletries together into a small pile, all of Emery’s personal items nicely, neatly in the case she’d brought with her. “A place for everything, and everything in its place,” Jordan sang lightly to herself as she tried to corral her random assortment of items into what passed for organization. She was surprised Emery hadn’t already done it herself out of sheer annoyance.
 
She smiled reflexively and wandered out of the villa a few minutes later, thinking about last night as she made her way toward the pool area. Emery, relaxed, flashed through her mind, finally enjoying the moment in a way Jordan hadn’t known if her friend had managed yet on the trip. So preoccupied with secrets and the fear of judgment. Jordan’s heart broke for her, happy she was beginning to enjoy the adventure.
 
When Jordan rounded the corner into the pool area, her breath got stuck in her throat. For no reason at all other than Emery simply existing. Simply breathing the same air as her. She wore a slightly oversized tank top and simple black shorts, her hair tied up in a messy bun on top of her head. But it was her face, so at ease and relaxed that caused Jordan’s pulse to quicken, for the pace of her walk to pick up slightly in order to close the distance faster, like she was worried this Emery would disappear into the ether at any moment.
 
“Hi,” Jordan said as she arrived at the table, clearly catching Emery by surprise as she looked away from Casey.
 
But Emery’s lips split into a sincere, broad smile, and Jordan’s heart did the stupid little flutter again that she had been working so hard to temper. Basically ever since she’d known Emery. “Morning, Jordan.” Emery’s eyes scanned Jordan’s face so earnestly, she wanted to crumble under the weight of the stare. 
 
Jordan looked toward Casey, worried that even though they were in a fake relationship, she wouldn’t be able to hide her slightly longing stare or her overly interested gaze as it raked across Emery’s face. “Morning, Casey.” Jordan was chipper as she slid into a chair situated between both of them at the table. “Gimme,” Jordan said, turning her attention back to Emery and extending her arms toward the coffee cup nestled between her long fingers. 
 
Emery extended the cup toward Jordan. “It’s not how you like it.”
 
“Not the hill I’m willing to die on today,” she said as she snatched the cup from Emery’s hands. She took a large gulp, almost draining the rest of the contents in the cup as the warm liquid washed down her throat.
 
Casey stared at Jordan before her gaze flicked over to Emery, like she was watching a tennis match and trying to keep up. Jordan liked Casey overall, but she wondered where the sudden focus on their relationship had come from, although she couldn’t worry too much about it considering it was before noon. “So, what do you two have planned today?” Casey asked before she took a sip of her own coffee.
 
“Well, it was supposed to be a surprise,” Emery said as Jordan’s attention snapped to her. “But I rented a car so we could tour around the island a bit today. We haven't made it off the resort yet.” Emery let out a slightly strangled laugh, whether it was because of the surprise or that they hadn’t left the island, Jordan couldn’t be sure.
 
“A romantic excursion?” Casey lifted an eyebrow, again looking between the two of them.
 
Emery laughed awkwardly, Jordan confused by the strange undercurrent to the situation. She wondered if Emery knew what was going on any better than she did. But, she had a part to play. She snapped back into doting girlfriend instead of island detective as she turned her body toward Emery. “That’s so sweet, babe,” she said as she extended her hand toward Emery’s, who complied immediately and interlaced their fingers. 
 
Emery squeezed Jordan’s fingers, a warmth seeping outward from the touch and radiating across her body. “You say that now, but you’re driving the Jeep.”
 
“Is this just so you can get drunk at roadside bars instead of me?” Jordan teased, their hands still intertwined as they swung back and forth gently between their chairs. A week ago, that would have been a far fetched idea, but the past few days, Emery had honored her commitment to acclimate to her college drinking ways on the trip. Last night had been the first time she’d felt like she’d seen the real Emery on this trip. Or at least, the Emery that was real to her.
 
“I thought you’d like it,” Emery responded, eyes wide, her other hand pushing out emphatically from her side. And then, Emery stilled for a moment before she lifted their interlaced hands up to her mouth and placed a gentle kiss on Jordan’s knuckles. 
 
Jordan hadn’t been expecting the action. A flutter took up residence in her chest, her heart beating slightly unevenly as she worked to calm her breathing. She didn't know what had caused this flirtation from Emery, but she damn sure didn’t mind. “I love how you think you can get out of things because you’re cute,” Jordan pushed back, enjoying the pink blush blooming across Emery’s normally fair cheeks.
 
***
 
Was this what flirting was? The accidental over-sexualization of everything in a completely unintended way? Emery sure thought so, considering the words that had been popping out of her mouth over the last hour.
 
They’d picked up the Jeep, and even more importantly, Emery had managed to act like a semi-functional human while they’d been in the villa together to get ready for the day. Thank god Jordan was already in her swimsuit, and she’d only needed to grab a few things before they left. It was helpful, given how Emery’s mind had continued to wander. How her gaze had travelled against her better judgment across Jordan’s exposed skin at every opportunity.
 
As she sat in the passenger seat of the Wrangler, she worked to keep her eyes on the beautiful scenery as it passed by. Although the task was made difficult with Jordan sitting next to her in an almost see through linen shirt and aviators, singing along loudly to a song almost inaudible on the radio with the sound of the wind as they drove. The only solace was conversation became difficult because of the noise, something Emery would have found difficult no matter what right now.
 
Something had happened and she wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. She’d never considered Jordan a possibility before. Not because she wasn’t insanely attracted to her, but because she had never believed the reverse could be true. Everything was further convoluted by how good Jordan seemed to be at acting, how she always conveyed the appropriate balance of doting girlfriend and carefree individual when they hung out with her friends.
 
Their charade was becoming significantly more complicated than she’d anticipated, and she continued to grow more unsure of herself and her feelings as the trip wore on. There was no place for the confusion of actual feelings on this trip, so she struggled to swallow the bubble in her throat as they careened around the windy roads.
 
They’d discussed a semi-itinerary before heading out, the directions already programmed into Jordan’s phone which sat in a cup holder near the dash. Emery glanced at the screen, only a few minutes to their first destination. She fidgeted in her seat and adjusted the high ponytail on her head to keep her hair out of her face as they drove down the scenic roads. The idea of arriving both thrilled and terrified her. The safety of the noise would be gone, but she’d get to hear Jordan’s voice again. The slightly raspy, slightly low lilt she had come to depend on over the past few days to both ease and ignite her.
 
Her body let out a slight roll as she thought about it, and with the movement, Jordan looked over at her. She didn’t speak, but Emery’s face melted a little bit with the sweet, sincere smile that bloomed across her face, her own smile forming reflexively.
 
Jordan pulled off the road and parked, taking a few even breaths as she turned off the car. “God, it’s beautiful here,” she mused, a light wind still whipping through the car although they’d stopped. Everything around them was lush and green and almost like a movie set in the past.
 
“It really is,” Emery answered, mostly staring at Jordan and not the landscape around them as she said the words. There were a few other cars parked in the gravel along the side of the road, but they’d already received a talk from the rental place to not leave any valuables in the car, to make sure it was as unattractive as possible to potential thieves. Emery didn’t know what they could do about the last part, but as she hopped out of the vehicle, she did another visual sweep to make sure they didn’t leave anything out in the open. 
 
Her eyes scanned across the passenger’s seat and then over to the driver’s before scanning up Jordan’s body as she stood between the door and the Jeep, surprised to find Jordan’s eyes already intensely trained on her. A deep, mocha color that grew lighter in the bright sun, her sunglasses perched on her head as she stared back at Emery with a look she couldn’t quite figure out. A look that trying to figure out caused her stomach to flip flop.
 
“Ready to get moving?” Jordan grabbed the backpack they’d rented from the hotel, now filled with snacks and drinks. Resorts could be a bit basic, but they sure knew how to cater to tourists.
 
Emery nodded in confirmation and moved toward the opening in the trees, only slightly marked by a painted wooden sign. It wasn’t peak season yet, only a few people as they set down the path. It wasn’t a wall-to-wall shuffle they’d heard could happen later in the year when they’d been told everyone flocked to the island to vacation within the same two week span of time. 
 
“Wow,” Emery said to no one in particular as they moved farther into the canopy of trees and shrubs, so green they looked more like emeralds than plants as the sun filtered down to them.
 
Jordan caught up to her as they began walking side by side, their arms gently brushing against one another as they navigated the few exposed roots and divots on the path. “Hey, speed racer,” Jordan said as she gave her a sideways look, her breathing slightly punctuated against the quiet of the forest.
 
Emery slowed for a moment. She’d been moving faster than necessary considering they had nowhere to be. “Force of habit I guess,” she said with an embarrassed smile. “I’m not used to walking with no destination in mind. Part of living in a city I guess.”
 
Jordan let out a light, breathy laugh. “I think you could live in a remote mountain village and you’d still be running around like a crazy person.” Emery’s eyes dropped with the comment, a small flush of embarrassment wrapping itself around her neck. “I didn’t mean that offensively,” Jordan continued quickly. “Sorry if it came out that way. You’re extremely focused is more so what I meant to say.” She drew her lip between her teeth, likely waiting for Emery to speak next.
 
“No, no. You’re right.” Emery waved her hand, working to maintain a leisurely pace in spite of her body’s protest to move faster. To get wherever she was going sooner. It was a constant awareness always with her. The need to push and move and never sit still. And not in an athletic way, although she tried to channel it into that. She was extremely goal oriented, unable to sit still if a next milestone was within sight, needing the feedback loop of achievement to keep her stabilized. If she didn’t have it, what did she have at the end of the day?
 
No girlfriend. No real friends with the exception of Jordan who’d wandered into her life by convenience of proximity. No hobbies. But she was a doer. More importantly, the one who got shit done. And she’d spent so long playing a part, it wasn’t difficult for her adopted persona to become her identity, the lines blurring between who she was and who she actually wanted to be.
 
Jordan stopped and turned her body toward Emery. She did the same but found it difficult to make eye contact with Jordan so close. So intense yet soothing at the same time. Jordan had always been like this, but Emery had never believed it to be for her benefit. That this was just Jordan’s personality. How she acted with everyone. 
 
Jordan moved her hand up to brush a rogue piece of hair from Emery’s face. “You good?”
 
Was she good? Did she even know what that meant? She liked Jordan touching her, so that part felt good. But it also made her body light up in a way beyond her control, that made her want to move forward and close the space between them. “Yeah.” She plastered on a smile. “I’m good. Wanna keep moving?” She tilted her head toward the path in front of them and took a step forward, working to break the confusion bubbling below the surface with a bit of safe distance.
 
“Cool.” Jordan dropped her hand back to her side and started walking again in step with her down the path.
 
***
 
The next mile had been a fairly quiet one, each of them only commenting sporadically on a pretty flower or bird that came into their view. Jordan had to stop herself a few times from reaching out to grab Emery’s hand, remembering no one else was here. They didn’t need to pretend out in the wild.
 
But it didn’t feel so pretend anymore. It had never felt pretend to her, and as they continued walking, the realization hit her harder than she would have expected given she’d always known it. She hadn’t known what to expect on this trip, but she could admit her motives hadn’t been entirely pure, and it was adding a level of complexity that exhausted her with the mental gymnastics required to push past the feelings. No wonder she’d slept in this morning. Her mind was tired from working to compartmentalize and prioritize and focus in the moment on the role she was playing.
 
She took a deep breath as the clearing began to widen, finally distracted from her racing thoughts as the end of the trail came into view. A few other people in small groups or duos splashed around or sat on large, sunny rocks. A shallow, clear blue pool of water acted as the centerpiece. Behind it, a small waterfall flowed from above, more picturesque than anything she’d ever seen. The water bounced down to the pool, glinting in the sunlight in a way she itched to capture with her pencil and sketch pad. If that was even possible. 
 
After leaving home, she hadn’t had money to do a lot of traveling, settling for finding comfort in her art, in creating beauty around her instead of having the chance to visit it in real life. And while there was still plenty of time to do those things, she wondered what she’d missed out on. Wondered what would have happened if things had been different. 
 
But she pushed the thoughts away as she basked in the sun, taking in the landscape as she worked to commit it to memory.
 
“Wow,” Emery said for the second time today, her mouth slightly agape. There was a look of wonder etched across her blue eyes, almost the same color as the water she stared into.
 
“Yeah, this is insane,” Jordan answered, forgetting about her racing thoughts for a second. Forgetting about anything except this moment and the beauty of it. She motioned toward a broad, flat rock near the water. “Want to hang out here for a while?”
 
“That sounds amazing.” Emery was almost giddy with excitement, her eyes light and darting around as she worked to take everything in.
 
They walked over to the rock slowly, careful not to slip in as they moved across the wet surface. Emery grabbed onto Jordan’s hand to keep her balance, her fingers squeezing around them as she interlaced their fingers. Jordan tried not to think too much about it, the implication that Emery didn’t want to fall in the water, not that she couldn’t resist taking hold of Jordan’s hand. But she enjoyed the warmth of the touch anyway, enjoyed how well their fingers fit together as they covered the last few feet. 
 
Jordan dropped the backpack and unzipped the top. She rummaged around for a second before pulling out a blanket to set atop the rock, close to the edge, about a two foot drop to clear, perfect water below.
 
“I’m at a loss for words here.” Emery sat down tentatively, still staring out toward the mesmerizing water as it flowed from the waterfall into the pool and then out through a few small openings toward a stream cutting through the trees.
 
“Then enjoy it.” Jordan flashed her what she hoped was a reassuring smile as she sat down next to Emery.
 
They sat quietly again for a few minutes, although this time, it wasn’t punctuated for Jordan with racing thoughts like the walk through the forest. The water calmed her, its ebb and flow as the millions of droplets meandered around the rocks. She loved how it forged a new path when it became blocked. Always moving, but maybe not in the way it had originally predicted. 
 
“How did you know about this place? It wasn’t on the map they gave us.” Emery turned her head slightly. Her fingers fidgeted with the hem of the blanket, and it took her a few more seconds to pull her eyes away from the water to give Jordan her attention.
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side. “Aiden told me about it at cooking class. That mostly locals come here since you have to drive a little farther away from the resorts to find it. To directly quote him, he said, ‘If you want to woo your girl, this is where you take her,’” Jordan said with a light laugh.
 
Emery squinted and scrunched up her nose. “I don’t remember that.”
 
Jordan laughed, louder this time, the sound bouncing off the rocks around them. “To be fair, you were pretty distracted,” she teased.
 
And suddenly, the mood shifted. Emery’s face grew more solemn, her eyes wide and unblinking. “So you brought me here to woo me?” she asked, Jordan completely at a loss as to whether she was joking or not, unable to discern the implication from her tone.
 
“Who am I to turn down recommendations from a local? Plus,” she continued, trying to keep her voice light, “You’ve been carrying the team on this trip, so I wanted to do my part.”
 
“Right.” Jordan couldn’t tell if Emery’s voice was laced with disappointment or relief, her words low and breathy as they filtered out into the air between them.
 
Jordan hated the confusion and uncertainty that had unexpectedly slipped into the exchange. She stood up quickly and stretched before removing her t-shirt in a quick motion. “Want to get in the water? It’s getting pretty hot.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
Chapter Nine
 
Watching Jordan run around in nothing but a bikini hadn’t gotten easier as she’d hoped. If anything, it had become more difficult as the days wore on, as her affection and awareness of Jordan grew into a complicated mess of feelings. She couldn’t differentiate friendship from attraction from fake relationship. Everything jumbled together in an untenable ball, growing more tightly wound with every word and touch and look. And fuck if Emery had any idea what any of it meant.
 
She got paid a lot of money to parse through problems and find solutions, but when confronted with doing the same in her own life, she became unsure. Confused about what was real, unable to keep the lines drawn neatly in the sand.
 
Emery took a deep breath before she stood up as well. She slipped off her shoes, her shorts following soon after in a ball at her feet. As she took off her shirt, she stared at Jordan as she walked over to the edge of the rock and sat down, dangling her feet over the edge.
 
Jordan glanced behind her, and Emery’s breath caught in her throat. Jordan looked so serene, so happy, her feet gently splashing against the top of the water, her hair tied in a loose bun on top of her head bouncing slightly with her movements. “You coming?” she asked Emery in a voice she imagined was what sirens on the rocks sounded like, unable to resist the call.
 
“Yes,” Emery breathed out. The only thing she was sure of in the moment was that she was following Jordan into the water, every other thought secondary.
 
She stepped tentatively over to the edge and lowered her body down next to Jordan on the rock. The broad, black stone was hot, and she felt like a lizard basking in the sun, a warmth working through her body quickly with the connection.
 
“It’s like a sauna and a hot tub and a tanning bed had a baby.” Jordan stared idly at the water, putting Emery’s thoughts into words better than she ever could have done.
 
Jordan was slightly taller, so although her feet dipped into the water, Emery’s fluttered above the surface, unable to break the tension unless she dropped her body lower and held herself up. “It doesn’t look very deep,” she said, peeking her head over the edge as she stared at the water directly below.
 
“It’s not. I think it gets deeper in the middle, but on the edges we should be able to walk around,” Jordan said matter-of-factly. A moment later, she lifted her weight up on her arms and began to slide into the water in a single fluid motion, Emery mesmerized by the action.
 
Jordan dropped her body in fully, a few droplets splashing on Emery that dried against her skin almost immediately in the heat of the day. Her body was warm for a whole host of reasons, the bright sun included but not the most insistent source.
 
Emery sat on the edge of the rock, watching as Jordan moved slowly through the water. She waded away from Emery in a way she absolutely hated given how good Jordan looked and how much she missed her with even a few feet of separation.
 
“Where are you going?” Emery whined. The pool was fairly large, but Emery’s voice was louder than necessary with only a few feet of space between them.
 
Jordan grinned as she turned around, playfully splashing water in Emery’s direction. “I’m luring you out here. I’m the bait, obviously,” Jordan teased with a slight head cock. The glint in her eyes made Emery’s body ache with awareness.
 
Emery rolled her eyes and pushed her tongue against the inside of her cheek. “Okay,” she acquiesced, her voice slightly breathy. “Is it cold?”
 
“You’ll never know unless you get in. And I know you didn’t come all the way to Hawaii to be a wallflower, Emery.”
 
Following Jordan’s same movements, she lifted her body up and eased herself into the water slowly, although with much less gracefulness than Jordan had managed. She’d made it look so easy, but Emery thought for a second she was going to fall in. Her arms seized up under her to hold her in place.
 
Jordan was back at the rock in a flash. Her arm snaked out quickly as it pressed tightly against Emery’s torso to help balance her. The heat from Jordan’s hand against her body was like lava scorching against her skin, and she shifted away from the rock with one last push of exertion. She dropped into the water, her feet hitting the sandy bottom a few feet down, half of her torso submerged.
 
She almost let out a moan as her body dipped into the water. Slightly cold, an exhilarating contrast from the heat radiating from the rest of her body. With Emery on solid footing, Jordan removed her hand without a word about it, standing next to her although they no longer touched.
 
But Emery wanted to touch her. In whatever way she could. In whatever way made sense. In whatever way didn’t upset their delicate balance she just couldn’t seem to stop pushing.
 
Emery walked out a few more feet and pushed her hands out to the side before dropping lower. She began to bob up and down against the almost imperceptible current. 
 
“God, this is perfect. Did I say that already? I feel like I said that already?” Emery was in awe with what they were experiencing, unable to remember the last time she’d done something so peaceful and hedonistic. She imagined for a moment swimming naked through the clear pool of water, a blush working across her body as she stared at Jordan.
 
Jordan let out a long laugh, almost like she could see inside Emery’s thoughts. Her body gently rolled as little waves sprung up in her wake and pushed toward Emery. Jordan moved past her with a few surprisingly quick steps, treading into deeper water as Emery stared behind her. “Are you coming?” Jordan’s tone caused a flutter to work itself through Emery’s body.
 
She had no idea what Jordan was up to right now, but the moment had shifted from playful to flirty. Jordan’s chest bobbed up and down in the water as she took shallow breaths, her eyes trained intensely on Emery.
 
“I’m considering it,” Emery answered with trepidation as she took a small step forward. She hadn’t been swimming in ages, so long she couldn’t remember the last time. “I don’t think I’ve done this since I was a kid,” she admitted softly, the words rolling slowly from her lips.
 
“Do you want me to come get you?” Jordan’s flirtatious tone dropped, an earnestness easing into her voice that calmed Emery.
 
Yes, Emery thought immediately, wondering if the desperation of her thoughts was as obvious to Jordan as it was becoming to her. “So we’ve moved on from luring to kidnapping?” Emery said with as much confidence as she could muster.
 
Jordan splashed a handful of water in her direction but didn’t seem upset. “That’s not fair. I offered to help. Not kidnap. Big difference.”
 
Jordan began to do a ridiculously adorable doggy paddle in Emery’s direction. She couldn’t hold in the laugh that escaped as Jordan arrived in front of her. “But what if you offered to help kidnap. What then?”
 
“Who are we kidnapping?” Jordan asked, a bright smile on her face as she stood up to her full height. She towered above Emery who still lazed in the water with her knees bent.
 
“My sanity,” Emery muttered under her breath, unable to keep the words from tumbling out.
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side and put her hands against her hips. “What?”
 
In spite of the turmoil wrecking through her body right now, Emery loved how Jordan did things, always willing to figure out answers to questions on her own. Like how Jordan had shown up one day with a guitar and told Emery she wanted to learn to play, progressing to pretty good covers within a few weeks. And now, how Jordan waded, unterrified, into literally unknown waters. Stupid, brave, or some combination of both, Emery still hadn’t decided.
 
She didn’t feel resilient or self-sufficient in the way she envied about Jordan. She constructed her life with the utmost possible degree of control to ensure she wasn’t put in overwhelming situations.
 
Jordan’s voice broke her mental spiral. “Afraid of planes. Afraid of water-”
 
“That’s not true. I’m not afraid. I’m suspicious. Big difference,” she responded, using Jordan’s own words against her.
 
“Well, suspicions require investigations to get all the facts, so let’s get out there and figure out what we’re up against. Do you think they have sea monsters here?” Jordan asked, so seriously Emery burst into laughter.
 
“I think I saw a tiny tropical fish swimming around when I jumped in, but you’ve managed to scare them away with your water aerobics.” Emery leveled her gaze back at Jordan as soon as she was able to get herself under control, working to keep her tone serious in spite of the laughter bubbling below the surface.
 
“Hey.” Jordan pointed a finger at Emery as she dropped low in the water in a strange pseudo-cannonball attempt that only made Emery want to laugh again. “I’ve always gotten compliments on my form.”
 
“I bet you have,” Emery bit back before she’d processed the words. She grabbed at Jordan’s finger and wrapped her hand around it, pulling herself slightly forward to distract both of them from the implication of Emery’s statement.
 
Her stomach clenched tight below the water with even the minimal contact of their bodies, surprised it wasn’t creating a little wave pool as it contracted with her deep breaths. If Jordan ran her long fingers across her abdomen, she’d feel how tense Emery’s muscles were wound. And if Jordan ran her fingers a little lower, she’d definitely know what Emery had been failing miserably to hide, even from herself, the past few days.
 
Jordan stilled for a moment, her eyes roaming across Emery’s face, only a few inches of space separating them. She dropped her stare for a moment before looking up again, a small smile etched across her lips. “The boat is leaving the dock. You ready?” she asked as she brought her other hand up to envelop Emery’s.
 
A small laugh escaped as Emery lifted her feet from the sandy bottom of the pool. “Fine. As long as you promise not to make boat noises.”
 
***
 
Jordan led, or more accurately, pulled, Emery from the shallow water next to the edge out toward the middle. She worked to not stare too hard or laugh at Emery’s scrunched, suspicious face as she did. “First off, I don’t even know what boat sounds are. Second, I’m more of a train person. Choo choo,” she said quietly as Emery’s body rolled sideways with laughter.
 
“Oh my god. You can’t make me laugh or I’m going to drown,” Emery pushed out as she worked to right herself.
 
“I’ve got you. If you trust me enough to be your fake girlfriend, I hope you trust me enough to not let you drown in five feet of water with no tide,” Jordan responded simply. She focused on finding even ground beneath her feet as she continued to pull Emery.
 
Emery cocked her head to the side and squeezed Jordan’s hand tighter. “I do trust you. More than I probably should,” Emery finished quietly. The words hung between them.
 
There were birds and laughter and the sounds of water all around them, but all Jordan could focus on was Emery. On her eyes, scared yet defiant. On her fingers, wrapped around Jordan’s. On her body as she bobbed up and down with the water’s movement, breaking through it so gently as she moved that she looked like a mermaid.
 
Jordan smiled, willing her voice not to crack as she spoke. “I trust you, too.” She stopped moving and let her body float for a moment. “We’re here.”
 
Emery looked around, almost like she wasn’t aware they’d continued pushing forward. Surprise bloomed across her face as she stared backward at the rock with their blanket and backpack, now close to twenty feet away.
 
Jordan could still almost stand, but with their few inch height difference, Emery would have to tread water to stay afloat. Jordan went to remove her hand, but Emery held tight, unwilling to let go of her grasp. “Can we stay like this for a little?” Emery’s voice was quiet, Jordan caught in her piercing stare.
 
Jordan didn’t know if she was afraid or wanted to keep holding her hand, but either way, Emery wanted to stay connected, and she couldn’t help the small thrill coursing through her body at the thought. “Sure, Em. We can stay like this as long as you want.”
 
Emery let out a deep breath before she smiled so sweetly Jordan thought her heart was going to crack in two, a look on her face Jordan had never seen before. A look she wanted to hold on to in the same way she wanted to hold onto Emery’s hand right now, only for far longer.
 
Emery treaded lightly in the water, seemingly growing more comfortable with her status as a mermaid-in-training. “Did you swim a lot growing up?”
 
Jordan frowned at the unexpected question, and she began to blow tiny bubbles as she considered her answer. But she didn’t want to lie, and she had nothing to be ashamed about. She knew that, but some days, it didn’t feel like time healed all wounds. “I did. Unfortunately, I don’t go home anymore. Haven’t since I was seventeen actually, but there was an amazing lake near my house. We’d swim the second it got warm enough every year.”
 
Emery’s hand tightened against her own again, her face flashing with concern. “What happened?” she asked before clearing her throat. “I mean, if you don’t mind me asking. I don’t think this has ever come up before.”
 
Jordan let out a slight laugh, the bubbles capturing the sound as she dipped her face back into the water. When she came up, Emery still stared at her, focused and attentive in a way that made Jordan’s heart beat faster. “Honestly, it’s kind of boring in its predictability. Girl from a rural Texas town. Religious parents. I got caught in bed with my high school best friend. I stood my ground with my parents. She wilted with hers and said it was all a horrible mistake. I packed up my shit and left as soon as it became clear my parents and I did not see eye-to-eye.”
 
The looks that flashed across Emery’s face made her wonder if maybe she should have been a bit more tactful in her delivery, but she’d had a decade at this point to distance herself from the emotional impact of the words, although she still didn’t tell the story often if she could help it.
 
“I’m so sorry, Jordan. That’s horrible.” Emery’s eyes seemed slightly glassy, but it was difficult to tell with all of the reflection and light bouncing around off the water.
 
“Thanks, Em. I’m disappointed it happened, but I’ve always been a bit strong-willed,” Jordan said with a gentle laugh at the understatement of the year. “I knew even then who I was, and I wasn’t going to change that for anyone.”
 
“Why didn’t I know that about you?” Emery looked slightly confused, like she was trying to work out how that wouldn’t have come up in their friendship.
 
“I don’t know. It just didn’t come up? We don’t really talk about gay things.” Jordan had briefly tried to find a better description for the phrase that had popped out, unable to find one before the words floated between them.
 
“Gay things?” Emery asked with a raised eyebrow. “Pray tell, what are gay things?” She made a single air quote with the hand not enveloping Jordan’s.
 
“I don’t know...Pride festivals. Women we think are hot. Intersectionality. Coming out stories. Do you want me to continue?” 
 
Emery scrunched up her face, like maybe she wasn’t quite on board with this conversation. “Well, now I’m trying to figure out what we talk about…” she said, slightly embarrassed, slightly confused.
 
“We go running sometimes. And we watch television at random hours when you’re not at work which means we’re never watching the same thing.” Jordan laughed at the strangeness of the situation as she said it out loud.
 
“That’s not true. We always watch Real Time with Bill Maher.”
 
Jordan squinted at Emery, wondering if she was fucking with her or not. “That’s because it’s on HBO GO, and I wait for you to watch it.”
 
Emery’s lips twitched, like she was struggling to absorb Jordan’s words. “There are just a lot of channels these days. I don’t think it’s strange I wouldn’t realize that…”
 
“I think you live in your own world, Em. What do you even think about in that head of yours?” Jordan asked, surprisingly curious about the answer.
 
“Work mostly. The stock market sometimes. I like to look at pictures of cute animals when I wind down for the night.” Emery kicked her legs in the water. She began to tread on her own, although she still held Jordan’s hands within her own.
 
Jordan couldn’t hold back a hoarse laugh. “And don’t forget the state of unrest in our political parties,” she said, splashing her lightly.
 
“That was covered by Bill Maher,” Emery said as she quirked an eyebrow. “And what do you think about in that head of yours?” She moved her hand to Jordan’s temple and brushed her fingers against her skin. 
 
Jordan bit her lip, working to hold in the soft sigh desperately wanting to escape. “Oh, you know...puppies, kittens, an occasional sloth or llama,” she deflected.
 
A small smirk worked its way across Emery’s lips, but she pushed forward, undeterred. “That’s all you’re going to give me?” And like she understood its impact, she brushed her finger across Jordan’s temple again in a soothing, circular pattern.
 
“That’s not fair…” Jordan murmured, her eyes closing slightly at the contact.
 
“Tell me what I want to know, and the torture can end.” Emery smiled but continued to run her fingers in progressively harder circles. Jordan was unable to stop herself as she leaned into the touch.
 
“That’s not a very compelling argument…” She sighed as Emery’s other hand started to rub across her knuckles, the sensory overload almost too much to bear. Maybe it was the safety of the water. Or the seclusion, unworried about putting on a show for anyone else. But whatever the cause, she was lost in the moment, unable to think of little else. That was, until both of Emery’s hands stilled, Jordan opening her eyes at the lack of movement. “Hey!” She scowled and slapped her free hand against the water like a petulant child.
 
“I decided to try another tactic,” Emery said with a laugh.
 
Jordan pushed her tongue against the back of her teeth and sucked in her cheeks. “You’re playing dirty.”
 
“Tell.” Temple brush. “Me.” Temple brush. “What.” Temple brush. “You.” Temple brush. “Think.” Temple brush. “About.”
 
“I think about art a lot. And I work on my design skills.” And you, she didn’t dare say out loud for fear of upsetting the delicate balanced they’d struck.
 
Emery tilted her head to the side, her clear blue eyes staring into Jordan like she could see straight through her. She grew vulnerable under the gaze, wondering if maybe Emery did see more than she let on sometimes, television schedules notwithstanding.
 
A cloud appeared over the bright sun, and the wind picked up around them, the leaves rustling in agitation with the sudden change. Emery broke her stare and looked around, like she was surprised at where she found herself in the present moment.
 
Their bodies touched from shoulder to feet within the water, Emery’s hand still stroking against Jordan’s temple. She had to pull herself out of how good the touch still felt, finally looking around. The few other people in the water were moving toward the edges. The wind blew the edge of their blanket around, although the backpack resting on top stopped it from blowing away.
 
“Maybe we should get out of here?” Jordan started moving back toward the shallow water, pulling Emery along with her. Leaving was the last thing she wanted to do, but they probably shouldn’t get caught in an unexpected, tropical storm if they could help it.
 
Emery kicked her feet behind her, although she still didn’t let go of Jordan. Her help did little to get them there faster, although Jordan smiled at the sentiment.
 
They pulled themselves up on the rock and threw their clothing on quickly over their wet bodies, foregoing packing, instead putting everything back in the bag haphazardly. 
 
“Ready?” Emery asked as Jordan slipped the backpack over her shoulders. She held out her hand, like it was the most normal thing in the world, for Jordan to take. Her clothing was skewed and slightly see through from wetness, her sunglasses awkwardly balanced on the top of her head. It was so un-Emery-like, but Jordan loved the sight.
 
Jordan extended her own hand to be led to safety. “Yes.”
 
They walked quickly down the trail, difficult to suss out whether the storm still loomed with the lush cover of leaves as they worked their way toward the car.
 
“I hate the rain,” Emery said as they moved, although her voice didn’t sound nearly as annoyed as Jordan expected.
 
Jordan laughed and worked to keep up with her surprisingly light-footed counterpart. “And what did the rain ever do to you? You must have gotten used to the crazy storms in Texas by now…”
 
Emery turned her head to give Jordan a scowl which she then tempered with a smirk. “It’s just so...unpredictable,” she finished as she pushed forward. “So annoying.”
 
“Em, most things are unpredictable. Life is unpredictable,” Jordan answered as the end of the trail came into view.
 
Emery stopped quickly and turned on her heels so they were almost chest to chest. Jordan’s breathing was a little labored from the quick speed and focus required to navigate along the trail, completely thrown off by Emery’s unexpected intrusion into her personal space. “Not if you plan well enough.” Emery was resolute, her eyes hard and determined.
 
 Jordan cocked her head to the side and tried to make sense of Emery’s words. “I don’t think that’s how that works…” 
 
“I’m pretty sure that’s exactly how it works. I planned to bring a fake girlfriend on this trip to come out on my terms, and I planned to hustle my ass through the forest so I didn’t get caught in the rain.” Jordan’s hand dropped from Emery’s with her flippant words.
 
Emery didn’t bring Jordan because she needed her. She’d brought her because she needed someone to keep her elaborate charade of control intact. And Emery had said it herself, she didn’t know many lesbians.
 
The idea hurt more than Jordan was prepared to deal with, especially after what had transpired between them in the water. Her body rounded into itself as she worked to not say something she might regret. “Well, looks like you have it all figured out then,” she responded with as much casualness laced into her tone as she could manage. “But if you want to keep your planning streak intact, we better get a move on. The Jeep doesn’t have a top, so we wouldn’t want us running through the forest to all be for nothing.”
 
Jordan moved past Emery quickly and closed the last small distance to the end of the clearing. When she stepped out of the shade of the trees, the sun shone brightly, like there had never been a storm cloud at all. 
 
She dropped her sunglasses over her eyes, both for their intended use and so Emery couldn’t see the hurt flashing behind them. How had everything gotten so off track so quickly?
 
Emery followed a few seconds behind. She squinted as she stepped into the sun, her movements wavering slightly as she bounced from one foot to the other. It seemed like she knew she’d fucked up. But she didn’t apologize. Didn’t clarify her statements. She cleared her throat, pushing her own sunglasses down on the bridge of her nose. “Now I feel like I hallucinated that entire thing…” she said as she stared up toward the sky.
 
“Kinda crazy,” Jordan responded as she opened the door of the Jeep.
 
She looked back to find Emery near the front of the car, unmoving. “I mean, we could go back if you wanted…” Emery seemed slightly unsure, Jordan wondering if it was part of her plan and because she didn’t want her day disrupted.
 
“I’m fine to go back to the hotel now. We have dinner with your friends tonight, and I might wander around for a bit before then.” The implication that wandering would be a solo activity was clear with her tone.
 
“Okay.” Emery walked over to the passenger’s side and slid in quietly.
 
Jordan started the car, only giving Emery part of her focus as she checked the mirrors. “Ready?”
 
“Sure,” Emery said, like she was slightly defeated. But Jordan found it difficult to care as she backed out of the parking area. Emery had earned her prize today for being her own worst enemy.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Chapter Ten
 
Jordan had disappeared once they’d arrived back at the hotel, although Emery couldn’t blame her. Why had she said that? And in such a shitty way no less?
 
For all her experience at solving problems, she couldn’t seem to stop putting her foot in her mouth around Jordan. She was embarrassed by her behavior but didn’t know how to move forward. 
 
Fall on her sword? And by telling Jordan what exactly? 
 
Hey, I know this is all fake, but I’m insanely attracted to you. Also, I have serious commitment issues. Wanna make out?
 
She threw her hand over her face, cringing at her thoughts. She was alone. Had always been alone. And now, thanks to her own behavior, she’d probably stay alone. 
 
A text notification attracted her attention, and she snatched it from the table quickly in the hopes it was Jordan. For any kind of communication from her to help Emery believe everything would be okay.
 
Kendall: I’m at the pool drinking by myself and there are far too many children here. Come save me if you’re around?
 
Emery laughed at her phone, able to clearly hear Kendall’s voice in her head as she read the text message. She may as well drown her sorrows, sobriety thus far not helping with her emotional woes.
 
See you in ten, she typed back as she stood up from the wicker chair.
 
Still in her swimsuit, she grabbed a bag and filled it with sunscreen, a towel, and a bottle of water. That was about as carefree as she got with her packing, although she did resist the urge to stuff it to the brim with everything she could ever conceivably need.
 
“I can be whimsical,” she scoffed into the empty room, rolling her eyes at her own immaturity.
 
Kendall was easy to spot even from across the patio. Bright red bathing suit, wild hair, situated as far as possible from the families and children running like tiny monsters around the edge of the pool area.
 
Emery threw herself and her bag on the empty chair next to Kendall and laid back. “So, what are we drinking today?” Emery asked as she looked toward the tall, frosty glass set atop the small table between them.
 
“Oh, thank god you’re here,” Kendall said, her arm stretched across her face as she reclined, making no move to look at Emery.
 
Emery missed her, especially as they quickly slipped back into their routine. It didn’t feel like it had been five years. Sure, their lives were likely different now. And maybe if they spent more time together, they wouldn’t get on as well. But sitting next to Kendall, she felt an affection toward her she’d missed, a type of friendship she hadn’t had in far too long.
 
“And miss hanging out with you while you’re hungover and can barely string two words together?” Emery teased before she swatted a towel in Kendall’s direction.
 
Kendall finally removed her arm from her face and squinted at Emery. “I’m drinking again, so I’m not technically hungover anymore. I’m in some kind of weird purgatory where I’m neither drunk nor sober, and everytime I open my eyes there’s a child within a foot of my chair. I swear to god one of them tried to touch my feet. What did I do to deserve this?” she said melodramatically before picking up her drink.
 
“You are wearing very nice toe polish,” Emery answered as she gestured toward Kendall’s feet, the turquoise polish glinting in the sun.
 
“But it’s not for them, it’s for me,” Kendall whined as she took another sip of her drink.
 
“I think most people tend to take what they want,” Emery mused, her attention slightly distracted from the events of this morning.
 
Kendall dropped her sunglasses lower on the bridge of her nose and peered over at Emery. “Do you?”
 
Emery didn’t know how the conversation had so quickly veered into something more serious than she’d meant it to be, but given Kendall’s penetrating stare, she assumed a real answer was warranted. “I think you have to know what you want to take it.”
 
“And you don’t?” Kendall let the words drop between them and took another sip of her drink as she waited patiently for an answer.
 
Emery bit her lip and considered the question. “I know what I’m supposed to want…And right now, that’s a drink,” she said, deflecting the seriousness of the question, unable to talk about what a mess her life was without exposing both she and Jordan as frauds.
 
“Garcon,” Kendall yelled as she clapped her hands together, a few heads turning around at the sound.
 
“The epitome of refinement and class, Kendall. Don’t ever lose that.” Emery laughed as she eased back into her chair, content to watch the clouds float by.
 
“So...you and Jordan…” She looked over to find Kendall staring at her again. Emery willed her body to not respond to the question, leading and open-ended in a way that made her feel vulnerable and strange.
 
“What about us?” Emery challenged without looking over, although she worked to keep her voice even.
 
“I didn’t know you were dating anyone. And Rachel told everyone at dinner last night you only asked for her to come along a week or so before the trip.” Kendall sipped nothing but air through her straw, the almost melted ice cubes clinking against the bottom of her empty glass.
 
Emery bristled, although she tried to remain as neutral as possible. But she couldn’t stop her pulse from racing, of her body’s response in the moment even if she worked to keep it hidden from Kendall. Rachel, of all people, had no right to be gossiping when Emery wasn’t there to defend herself. And she’d given her a completely plausible explanation about Jordan’s work schedule changing. Which apparently, Rachel had conveniently forgotten to share with the group to stir up some sort of weird chaos.
 
“Her work schedule changed. I’m so happy she was able to come. I’ve wanted to tell you about her for a while, but it seemed nicer for us to all meet in person,” Emery lied, surprised at how easily the words flowed from her mouth.
 
“Yeah...” Kendall responded, and Emery couldn’t tell if her lack of agreement came from being hungover or from not believing her. Either way, she desperately wanted to change the subject, especially considering what rocky ground she and Jordan were on right now. If anyone looked too hard, they’d probably see the cracks. They could pick up something wasn’t quite right, even if they didn’t know what that something was.
 
“But tell me about your life. How’s Los Angeles? And more importantly, have you met any eligible bachelors on this trip?” Emery laughed as she worked to ease a comfort into her voice she didn’t feel.
 
Kendall’s eyes lit up and a smile bloomed across her face. “Well, I did think that chef at our cooking class was really cute.”
 
***
 
Jordan wandered up and down the beach aimlessly for a while after they returned to the resort. She picked up bits of colored sea glass, their edges rounded and soft from years of being molded by the waves each day. She marveled at their consistency. Their stability. They were exactly what she strove to be like. Steadfast yet malleable. Alluring yet unassuming. She put them in a small bag she carried with her as she walked, keeping the ones that called to her for reasons she couldn’t articulate, considering what a strange metaphor the glass was for attraction she felt to things.
 
She shouldn’t be attracted to Emery. They were wildly different people. Yes, Emery was insanely gorgeous, but their friendship made the most sense under the context of proximity, not because they’d been drawn together by some magnetic force that defied logic and reason. 
 
But as she walked down the beach, scuffing her bare feet into the sand, she couldn’t stop the pull. Even when angry with her. Even when frustrated with how the day had played out. She couldn’t stop thinking about Emery. Couldn’t seem to control her thoughts as they continued to wander back to her the moment she stopped trying to control them.
 
Whether Emery had said the words out loud or not, they were always there, percolating below the surface anyway. This whole thing was fake. It was a plan concocted by Emery that Jordan had agreed to go along with so, yet again, Emery didn’t need to talk about her feelings. So she could control the diffusion of information into her friend group and maintain her power over the situation. 
 
Jordan understood it, but it didn’t make the idea hurt any less. Agreeing to this charade had likely put the nail in the coffin of them ever having the possibility for anything real beyond a friendship.
 
She shuffled up toward the pool bar, the afternoon sun hot on her body. She missed the cool water of the natural pool in the forest. This morning already feeling like it had happened to someone else.
 
Aiden stood behind the bar, wiping down a glass as she approached. “Heya, stranger,” he said with a broad smile that slightly comforted Jordan’s racing mind.
 
“Pretty sure I saw you yesterday.” Jordan slid into a seat at the bar, returning a sincere smile back at him. He was what she imagined having a big brother would feel like, fun yet wise and willing to offer advice if asked. 
 
“This is true. Although today’s my last day on for two days, so sadly, you won’t get to enjoy my company. Better drink it in.” He extended his arms out at his sides in a comically dramatic way.
 
“You are not what I came here to drink, but I bet you do okay for yourself,” she joked as she scanned the menu in front of her. “Do you have any fun weekend plans? Or at least, the weekend for you, I suppose?” She scrunched her nose as she tried to remember what day it was. Time passed differently here, and although it had only been a few days, it felt closer to a lifetime lived on this island given all that had happened.
 
Aiden laughed. “Island time is real. I can see you trying to work out what day it is.”
 
“Oh my god, am I that obvious?” Jordan put her hand up to her head and pushed her fingers soothingly into her temple. All it did was remind her of Emery’s hands on her earlier today, and she quickly dropped her arm back down to the bar.
 
“Just enjoy it.” Aiden slid a drink she hadn’t ordered toward her. “Also, not to be rude, but you seem kinda wound up. You doing okay?” he asked, genuine concern etched across his face.
 
She pursed her lips, unsure how to answer. She definitely couldn’t tell him the real story, but carrying her feelings on her own hadn’t been going so well. She felt crazier as the minutes ticked by, so she decided to settle for as close to the truth as she could get. “Just meeting all of Emery’s friends for the first time. A lot of different dynamics. It’s a little bit tiring.” All true, although the most complicated dynamic was the one she couldn’t talk about.
 
“Ah,” he said knowingly, his white teeth gleaming against his tanned skin. “You guys are here with the wedding party I did the cooking class for, right?”
 
“Yep. All of Emery’s college friends. I haven’t met them before this trip, and she hadn’t seen them since college. Most of them are great, but it’s hard not to feel a little bit like a fish out of water.”
 
“Pshhh…” Aiden said emphatically with a wave of his hand. “I’m sure you’re the belle of the ball. You have a good energy. I can see why you and Emery fit together so well.”
 
Jordan arched an eyebrow. “Why’s that exactly?” Her tone wasn’t accusatory, more curious than anything at Aiden’s opinion of them together. She sure as hell didn’t know what was going on, fake or not, so an outsider’s perspective could be helpful.
 
“She’s definitely a little more high strung than you, but you seem to balance one another out well. You were so calm during cooking class when she was obviously struggling, and sadly, it’s surprising how rare that is to see in couples. They get annoyed or frustrated or generally don’t seem to like one another very much. I don’t get that sense from you two.”
 
Jordan let out a surprised laugh. “Damn, I was joking at first about the therapy, but you’re really making this worth my time.” She smiled again and took a sip of her drink. “And you make a bomb whatever this is, so you are the full package as far as I’m concerned,” said honestly.
 
“I’ve seen a lot of couples over the years. Some happy. Some not. But it’s pretty easy to tell who genuinely likes one another. Who’s attuned to one another’s needs. And the way your girlfriend stares at you...Man, it’s like she thinks you hung the freaking moon.”
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side and stared at him evenly. She hadn’t noticed, unsure what Aiden was picking up on and whether he was right or not. He seemed to have a good sense of people, but she’d mostly been seeing Emery spastic and frazzled, working to keep up the charade and her lies straight as the days wore on.
 
“It’s when you’re not looking,” he supplied, now also apparently a mind reader. “By the way, she’s over on the other side of the pool with one of her friends. Kendall, I think? The cute one from the cooking class.” A small blush fanning across his cheeks, like he was telling a secret. “If you wanted to invite them over for a drink, I obviously wouldn’t want to stop you. Even though I know I’m great company,” he continued with a wink.
 
“Are you asking if I’ll introduce you to Kendall?” Jordan retorted, surprisingly into the idea of playing matchmaker.
 
“I am always happy to introduce myself, but I know group things are way less stressful for all parties involved,” he said with a grin. “I’ve been woefully neglecting the other customers, but I’ll pop back around soon.” He waved and walked off toward the other end of the bar, whistling happily like he didn’t have a care in the world.
 
Jordan pulled her phone out of her pocket and glanced down at the screen. No messages from Emery, although she was probably trying to give her the space she’d made it clear she’d wanted when leaving the hotel room.
 
Even if their relationship wasn’t what she wanted it to be, they still had too many days for things to be weird between them. And even when they got home, they’d still be next door neighbors. For as much as Jordan wanted to whine like a petulant child and stomp her feet, it wasn’t a good approach. And more importantly, it wasn’t her style. She wanted to enjoy the rest of the time on the island and stop worrying about whether something was or wasn’t, especially something that was out of her control. 
 
She unlocked her phone before she second guessed herself. Having a drink at the bar. Aiden said you and Kendall are around? Come join me if you’d like!
 
Maybe the exclamation was overkill, but she wanted Emery to know she wasn’t being led into a trap. She wanted to get over whatever weirdness had happened between them this morning.
 
Within a few seconds, she received a response. We’ll be over in a minute!
 
She smiled reflexively at her phone, cradling the device in her hands like a tiny bird, afraid it would disappear if she squeezed too hard.
 
True to her word, Emery came into view very soon after the text was sent. She wore nothing except the bikini she’d had on this morning, a bag slung over her shoulder. Jordan tried not to stare, a difficult task considering she’d been touching her body only hours before, still acutely aware of how Emery’s skin had felt against her own.
 
“Hey,” Emery said as she arrived at the bar with Kendall in tow. She bounced back and forth on the balls of her feet like she was slightly nervous. But, she assumed they would both do the best they could to ignore all of the unspoken things between them until they settled into normalcy again.
 
“Hey, babe.” Jordan stood from her bar stool and gave Emery a quick kiss on the cheek before turning her attention to Kendall. “Hey, girl.” 
 
Kendall was already going in for a hug, and she squeezed Jordan ferociously within her grasp. “Lovely to see you again, Jordan,” Kendall said as she still held her tight.
 
“You too, Kendall,” Jordan breathed out against her shoulder, working to take in enough air. 
 
Kendall let her go and took a step back. “I was just telling Emery how much I missed you two at dinner last night. Seriously droll affair without you guys.”
 
Jordan lifted an eyebrow in Emery’s direction. 
 
Emery laughed lightly as she moved closer to Jordan. “I don’t know. She seems to be telling the truth. I didn’t think we made quite the impression, but apparently life is just a hollow shell when we’re not around.”
 
“I mean, we are pretty great.” Jordan leveled her best cheesy smile in Emery’s direction. 
 
“Totally, babe.” Emery slipped her hand around Jordan’s torso and pulled her closer, their sides bumping into one another. She hated how easy it felt. How simple it was to slip back into this facade. More dangerous than any drug she’d ever tried or risk she’d ever taken. The want to pretend their relationship was real. That this wasn’t for the show of Emery’s friends who, for whatever reason, seemed to actually think they pulled their fake relationship off well.
 
“See, this is what I mean.” Kendall pointed her finger back and forth between the two of them. “I should be annoyed by this, but I’m not. You two are so damn cute. It’s infectious.”
 
Emery raised an eyebrow. “You mean like a disease?”
 
“If what you two have is a disease, sign me up,” Kendall said, slapping the veins on her forearm. “But if I can’t have that, I at least need another drink.”
 
Aiden appeared at the bar seconds later as Kendall slid into a chair and stared longingly at the rows of bottles on the shelves. “What can I get you?” he asked brightly.
 
***
 
Emery didn’t know if things were okay between her and Jordan, but they seemed better in the immediacy. Emery’s heart had almost popped out of her chest when she’d received the text. She’d wanted to give Jordan space, and she owed her a lot more than that. But the second the message had popped up on her screen, she was already picking up her belongings and ushering Kendall across the pool deck.
 
Emery slid onto a bar stool, Kendall on her right and Jordan on her left. She didn’t want to let Jordan go, even though there was no reason for them to continue touching. 
 
Thankfully, Kendall seemed enchanted by Aiden, so she turned her head and leaned toward Jordan. “Hey,” she said before placing her hand on Jordan’s thigh, “I missed you.” And it was true. Scarily true. She hadn’t realized until this trip what a grounding force Jordan had been in her life over the past year, and the idea of them being in a fight caused a low, deep gnawing to build in her stomach that made her want to crawl out of her skin.
 
 “I missed you, too,” Jordan admitted, although she watched Emery’s hand on her thigh instead of making eye contact.
 
“Hey, lovebirds,” Kendall interjected as she nudged Emery in her ribcage.
 
Her head whipped over to Kendall, wondering what the aggression was for. “What?”
 
“Don’t you what me. I said your name like three times.” Kendall laughed and took a sip of the drink Aiden had placed in front of her, like she wasn’t bothered. “So, Aiden was telling me about a local bar that doesn’t tend to get overrun by tourists. Would you guys want to check it out tonight?”
 
Emery looked at Jordan, although she couldn’t read the expression on her face. “We have dinner with everyone…” Emery said as she turned back toward Kendall, slightly annoyed and slightly nervous with the thought. They hadn’t done a group dinner with everyone in attendance yet, and an uncomfortable bubble expanded in her chest as she considered the idea.
 
Kendall rolled her eyes. “Yeah. After dinner, old lady. Think you’ll be able to handle that?” She laughed and turned her attention back to Aiden. “She’ll come along. So will Jordan.”
 
Jordan popped her head around Emery’s. “How very sweet of you to curate my social calendar, Kendall.”
 
Kendall spared Jordan a glance to give her an eye roll, too. “You’re so welcome, Jordan,” she responded with a broad smile. “I’m just happy I could help.”
 
Emery’s lips twitched as she worked not to start going back and forth with Kendall. “All right. Well, since our dance card just filled up, I’m going to go back and shower.”
 
Jordan popped down from her own chair. “I’m going to come, too.”
 
Emery’s eyes went wide, but she worked to temper the look quickly. “Okay. You ready?” she asked, holding out her hand for Jordan to take.
 
***
 
 
They stepped into the same restaurant from the first night when she’d met Emery’s friends, although Jordan was far more comfortable this time around. She’d met everyone, and things had simmered slightly with Emery. 
 
She’d probably stared a little too long when Emery came out of the bathroom after her shower or when she’d been putting on her dress, but unrequited longing was better than frustrated passive-aggressiveness, so she worked to roll with the changes.
 
“You’re the best,” Emery said quietly as they walked past the tables to where most of their group already sat with the exception of the bride and groom. “And you look very pretty.” Jordan looked over at Emery, a light flush fanning across her cheeks.
 
“You look pretty, too,” Jordan said honestly, unwilling to lie even if she’d wanted to. Emery wore a black sleeveless dress cinched with a gold belt around the middle. Her hair was down, although twisted back on one side, and she’d done her makeup boldly, dark eyes and red lips to complete her outfit. Her eyes were always big and bright, but they looked extra intense tonight. Jordan knew she’d get lost in them if she stared too long.
 
Emery looked, to put it crassly, extremely fuckable with her come hither look, and it took all of Jordan’s resolve to not push things again. She willed herself to remember how poorly it had gone earlier today. But it didn’t feel like a bad idea with Emery’s arm held tightly within her own. And with Emery’s attention on her as she complimented Jordan’s appearance. She wouldn’t fault herself for her confusion, especially given no one else could hear them.
 
Jordan sat down next to Kendall, Emery on her left with Casey on the other side. She couldn’t help but notice how Emery’s hand found her again after they sat down, under the table, her finger gently brushing across Jordan’s knuckles soothingly. For Emery or herself, she didn’t know, but Emery seemed slightly nervous, her posture rigid against the back of her chair.
 
“What did y’all get up to today?” Casey asked, sticking her head slightly forward.
 
“We went to this cute little hiking trail with a natural pool and a waterfall at the end. It was very picturesque,” Emery supplied. “What about you?”
 
“Beach. Beach, beach, and more beach. I hadn’t realized how much we needed a vacation. I swear to god I napped so hard in my chair there’s going to be a permanent imprint of my tired body there forever.”
 
Everyone laughed, quickly commiserating on the woes of adult life. Not enough hours in the day. Not enough time to be active. Not enough vacation time to take trips. It was a common sentiment, something Jordan had done everything she could to avoid in her own life. She saw how hard and long Emery worked, and for what? 
 
As she considered the idea that everyone in the group seemed burnt out and overworked, Rachel and Trevor arrived and took their seats at the round table.
 
“Hey guys,” Kendall said warmly. Trevor smiled and waved hello from across the table, but Rachel seemed more standoffish, almost like she was already bored with the entire situation. 
 
Jordan didn’t know what had crawled up her ass, but she seemed surprisingly sullen for someone getting married. And surprisingly detached from the people who were supposed to be some of her closest friends.
 
“Are your families in town yet?” Casey asked them. Jordan adored Casey’s welcoming temperament, always corralling the conversation and helping everyone feel included. 
 
“My parents and siblings get in tomorrow,” Trevor supplied. “We’re going to do a party when we get back to New York for our families that couldn’t come to Hawaii, so the wedding Saturday is only going to be about sixty people.”
 
“Oh, shit.” Kendall’s voice jarred Jordan’s attention from trying to figure out what the hell Rachel’s problem was. “I didn’t realize that. So thrilled we all made the cut,” she said with a loud laugh. 
 
If Casey was the rock, Kendall was the firecracker. Jordan never knew what would come out of her mouth, and they’d already meandered into sarcastic banter, what seemed to be one of Kendall’s favorite past times. She wondered, then, where Emery fit into everything. Who was she in their group of friends?
 
Rachel cleared her throat, and Jordan looked toward her. She leveled her stare at both her and Emery, and Jordan feared what would come out of her mouth with the intensity of the look. “The last minute scheduling requests weren’t appreciated, but luckily, someone wasn’t able to come, so we could accommodate them.”
 
Emery’s fingers tightened around Jordan’s hand, although she made no move to speak. Like the air had been sucked out of the room, everyone at the table grew quiet, still like a lifeless painting instead of a group of old friends.
 
Jordan didn’t consider herself confrontational, but she also hated bullies. And right now, Rachel was acting like a fucking bully for absolutely no reason. “Well, we are so appreciative you could accommodate another guest at the wedding.” Jordan lifted Emery’s hand up and kissed the back of her palm. And then, she stared at Rachel with the kindest eyes she could manage, willing her voice to stay chipper and bright. “I’ve been wanting to meet everyone since Emery speaks so highly of all of you, so thank you for giving me the chance to get to know some of her favorite people.”
 
The moment was heavy. Jordan and Rachel stared one another down, although she still had no idea where the animosity came from. Casey picked up her glass and cleared her throat. “I’ll cheers to that. To old friends,” she said as she gestured around the table. “And to new ones,” she said, gesturing toward Jordan and Ava.
 
They all raised their glasses, Emery’s hand below the table pushing so hard into Jordan’s she thought she’d still have nail marks tomorrow.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Chapter Eleven
 
“So what the fuck was up with Rachel at dinner?” Kendall asked from the front seat of the taxi as they drove to the bar to meet Aiden.
 
Emery shifted uncomfortably in her seat, the darkness of the car welcoming with the safety it provided. “You know Rachel…” she responded, hoping her words would be enough to quell Kendall’s curiosity.
 
“Yeah, but I don’t,” Jordan said from next to her in the backseat. She couldn’t see Jordan’s face, but she knew she was scowling judging from her tone. 
 
“It’s…” Emery waffled, trying to find the right words. “I mean, she’s always been kind of controlling, right Kendall?” She didn’t know why she was defending her, but even after all these years, it was difficult to throw her under the bus.
 
“Yeah, she was always intense, but at dinner she was straight up acting like a bitch,” Kendall said over the music, her voice echoing through the car.
 
“So same shit, different day. But I assume weddings can be kinda stressful.” Emery laughed, hoping she could change the subject. “So what about Aiden, Kendall? Are we gonna be cramping your style tonight?” she teased, pulling at Kendall’s hair from the seat behind her.
 
“I like to have fun, but I’m not dumb. I wasn’t going to go to a strange bar with a practical stranger, no matter how good looking he is.”
 
“So, you think he’s good looking?” Jordan asked from next to her. Her voice was lighter, more relaxed than moments ago. Emery hoped it stayed that way because it was the sweetest sound in the world, and she wanted to hear it all night.
 
“He is fiiiiiiiinnneeee,” Kendall said with a loud laugh.
 
Jordan spoke, still mostly invisible in the darkness. “True. He’s not my type, but I can one hundred percent give credit where credit is due. Also, I’ve talked to him a few times since we’ve been here, and he’s pretty smart and a great conversationalist. So, not sure what your plans are for the evening, but it seems like he could check any box depending on how it goes...” 
 
Emery listened silently, wondering what Jordan’s type was if she was checking off boxes. She’d only met Alicia a few times, and they hadn’t been close, so it was hard to get a read on her. Other than that, Emery didn’t notice women coming and going from Jordan’s apartment, and it was never a problem if she stopped over at random hours.
 
Jordan was upfront, but she was also very go with the flow. It was hard to understand how she actually felt at the end of the day, considering she never seemed outwardly upset or dismissive toward almost anything. But, she had to have preferences,. Everyone did. Emery just wasn’t sure what those were. Who did a person pick when they could pick almost anyone?
 
They arrived outside a fairly nondescript building as Emery’s internal turmoil continued louder than if someone had set off fireworks in her brain. A lit up neon sign was the only indication it was a business. There was music wafting from inside, although with no front windows, it was difficult to tell how busy it was or what the vibe was like.
 
“Guess we’re doing this,” Kendall said as she shut the passenger’s side door and walked around the car.
 
“This could be fun,” Emery breathed out, thinking for the first time about the possibility. Dinner had rattled her, but now, standing in front of the small building where no one knew her, and she knew no one except the people she came with and Aiden inside, she felt freer.
 
Kendall led the way into the bar. As Emery moved through the door, loud music hit her immediately, the bar packed with more people than she would have expected from the outside. But no one was wearing gaudy tropical island wear, so she assumed tourists didn’t usually find this spot. They never would have either had it not been for Aiden, and, most surprisingly, she liked the idea of travelling off the beaten path for once in her life.
 
“Oh nice, there’s an outside, too.” Jordan placed her hand lightly on Emery’s arm. The touch caused little zings of awareness to radiate from Jordan’s fingers through her body, the music and people melting away as it consumed her. “Em?” Jordan said, cocking her head to the side with Emery’s lack of response.
 
Emery smiled and shook her head back and forth, working to orient herself back to the bar. “That’s awesome. Let’s grab drinks and head out there?” she asked as she slid her arm down and enveloped Jordan’s hand within her own.
 
“Sure.“ Jordan looked slightly surprised, but she allowed Emery to hold onto her hand and lead her over to the bar situated against the long wall.
 
The bar was probably bigger than she thought, but with all the people inside, it felt almost cramped. The low lighting and loud music made everything feel more confined, like people would need to start finding creative ways to stand next to one another if it got any more packed.
 
Kendall had already disappeared, and Emery leaned in close to talk with Jordan over the din of noise. “What do you want to drink?” she asked, their bodies so close she could feel the warmth radiating from Jordan’s skin. And she smelled amazing, like suntan lotion and coconuts and everything tropical all wrapped into what Emery was beginning to accept might be her Felix Felicis. 
 
God, Jordan was amazing. Emery had always known it, but the time they’d spent together this week had unlocked an awareness in her, something she couldn’t continue to temper as the days ticked by. It wasn’t because Jordan was fit or pretty or smart or funny. It was because she was kind and compassionate and intuitive and all of these things Emery had never seen herself as, making her even more impressed Jordan possessed these attributes.
 
And the way she’d defended Emery tonight. No one had ever done something like that for her. She’d been defending both of them, but she knew at the end of the day, Jordan didn’t care what Rachel thought of her. Emery didn’t know how she was so lucky Jordan had randomly come into her life. That she’d been this perfect balance to Emery’s intense personality. She never judged Emery on how she lived her life. Never told her she should be doing something differently. Jordan was unconditionally supportive, and by living life on her own terms and being in Emery’s sphere, she helped her to see there was another possibility, another path unfolding for her to take.
 
Emery couldn’t stop herself as she lifted her hand and brushed a rogue hair from Jordan’s face, her fingers resting against her temple as she’d done earlier today. God, this afternoon already felt like a lifetime ago. Being on the island meant everything and nothing simultaneously, years worth of emotions juxtaposed with only a few days worth of sunsets.
 
She’d fucked up today, and she didn’t want to make the same mistake again. She wanted to be here and enjoy her time with Jordan. Everything at dinner couldn’t have laid that out more clearly than if she’d been slapped in the face with the force of the knowledge, the idea now painfully obvious.
 
Why couldn’t she? Because things hadn’t worked out with someone before? Because she’d had her heart broken? Those were stupid reasons. She was being stupid. She’d never understood when people talked about epiphanies, but as she considered the moment, she figured this was probably as close to one as she’d ever get. 
 
“You look very pretty tonight.” Emery brushed her fingers against Jordan’s face again, slightly lower against her cheek. She longed to move her hands lower and rest them on the exposed skin between where Jordan’s flowy black pants and her tight-fitting tank top didn’t quite meet. Smooth muscle she longed to push her fingers against, to feel Jordan’s response to the touch.
 
“You already said that at dinner.” Jordan turned her face more to the side, her cheekbone and jaw prominent.
 
“It was true when I said it then, and it’s still true now.” She ran her thumb lower, dusting her finger tip across Jordan’s jaw. It flexed with the contact, and Emery felt emboldened to continue. Emboldened by the impact she had on Jordan. The blurry lines on this trip had all but disappeared for Emery, replaced with a hunger pulling her forward, an unwillingness to be away from Jordan anymore. She leaned her head in close to the shell of her ear. “Is this okay?”
 
Jordan took a breath before she pulled her head back slightly. “It depends who it’s for.” Her eyes were so dark. So deep. Emery wanted to get lost in them and never come back out. To find safety and comfort and acceptance behind them in a way she’d never had before.
 
“It’s for me.” She leaned forward and placed a light, simple kiss on Jordan’s lips. “And you, if you want it.”
 
***
 
Jordan had been waiting far longer than this trip for Emery to say those words. Far longer than she cared to admit to herself. And even if this wasn’t the best idea, she couldn’t pull away. Couldn’t reject the source of her want like the tides couldn’t resist the pull of the moon. She’d never seen Emery look so sincere, her bright blue eyes staring intently, a strange amalgamation of confidence and vulnerability. 
 
People made choices all the time. To kiss someone or not. To be with someone or not. She was making far more out of it than she needed to, surprised at her inability to simply enjoy the moment that had finally been presented to her after almost a year of willing it into existence. Maybe that’s why it felt strange. Because it hadn’t happened for so long, and suddenly, Emery stood in front of her, telling her exactly what she wanted to hear.
 
“Jordan?” Emery tilted her head to the side and ran her finger soothingly against Jordan’s jawline again. She couldn’t stop from melting into the touch, her body alight and live like a frayed wire.
 
Jordan slid her hand around Emery’s hip, her tight dress molded against her body in a way that made Jordan able to think of little more than peeling it from her body inch by inch. She wanted to uncover each expanse of skin like an archaeologist with a small brush. Painstakingly slowly to be sure nothing was ruined. That the fullness of the discovery wasn’t marred by damage or careless speed.
 
“Yes, I want this.” She moved forward and put her lips against Emery’s deep red ones, soft and pliant against her own. 
 
Emery breathed into the kiss, and for all of Jordan’s thoughts about going slowly, she couldn’t stop as her tongue ran along Emery’s bottom lip, as she begged for entry within a second of the first touch. Like Emery was a genie, her wish was granted, and she shifted her lips to change her position against Jordan’s mouth. Emery deepened the kiss in a way that made her stomach clench, small beads of sweat springing against her back.
 
When Emery bit against her lip playfully, she thought she might explode, a small smile blooming across her own lips as Emery’s did the same. There was so much to feel in this moment. Emery’s lips, soft and welcoming against her own. Her hips, the muscle hard and hot against Jordan’s fingers as she pushed into the dress. Emery’s fingers thumbed roughly against the skin of her jaw, the momentum picking up in spite of their public location.
 
And then there was Emery’s tongue. She’d asked for entry into Jordan’s mouth by sliding it along her lower lip, her tongue working in tandem with the rhythm her fingers against her jaw set. The delicious friction made Jordan pant as the beads of sweat began to roll along the divots of muscle running down her back.
 
The movement against her body slowed as Emery’s body separated from hers slightly. Emery then separated their mouths and ended the kiss with a small bite on Jordan’s lower lip, tugging on it slightly. But there was no pain, not with the adrenaline coursing through her. 
 
She rocketed back from inside her head to the moment between them, wondering what had changed. “Em,” she whined at the loss of contact, unable to stop the word from tumbling out.
 
Emery laughed and looked slightly embarrassed. “I think we have an audience.” She dropped her hand from Jordan’s face and motioned around them, a few people staring at the overt display.
 
Jordan’s face flushed, but it wasn’t from embarrassment. In a few more minutes, she would have hiked Emery’s dress up and pushed her hard against the bar, not caring who saw them. “You have a point, but I don’t like it,” Jordan finally answered after she took a deep breath. She couldn’t stop the grin that spread across her face as she pushed her fingers against Emery’s hips again and pulled their bodies closer.
 
“Jordan,” Emery said with a slightly more stern voice, although her eyes were light, cheeks flushed with arousal. “I’m going to make sure Kendall is still alive. Will you get me a drink and meet me outside?”
 
“Are you putting yourself in timeout?” Jordan flirted, unwilling to remove her hands from Emery’s body.
 
Emery moved her head forward and brushed her nose lightly against Jordan’s. “No. I’m putting you in timeout.” She laughed as her hand dropped around Jordan’s neck. She loved the feeling of Emery’s hands pushing into the muscle and skin, how the simple touch radiated through her body and set her on fire. Emery shifted her head to the side so her lips were back against Jordan’s ear. “But I don’t want this to be over.”
 
With those words, want coursed through Jordan’s body like she’d been struck by lightning, her center throbbing with the idea of them later. Together, and alone in their villa, Jordan more excited by the possibility than she knew what to do with. “Why did this have to happen the only night we’re actually more than a hundred feet away from a bed?” Jordan groaned against Emery’s neck.
 
Emery pulled her head back slightly and made eye contact. “Anything can be a bed if you’re creative enough.” Her voice was so low and flirty Jordan thought she was going to come apart at the seams, and her eyes unconsciously darted to the bar behind them. “Jordan,” Emery said with a laugh as she pulled gently against her neck to get her attention back. “You’re absolutely ridiculous right now.”
 
“You started it.” What was she, twelve? But Emery had put the idea in her head, so technically, this was all her fault. She frowned and made her best puppy dog eyes. “I apologize for wanting to worship your body on top of a bar full of people. That was my mistake.”
 
Emery’s eyes blew slightly wide, and she bit her lip. “Okay, now I am giving myself a time out. I’ll see you outside soon.” She leaned forward and placed a light kiss on Jordan’s lips, less intense than the one before, but it caused warmth to seep across her body, surprised by the tenderness.
 
“Tease,” Jordan pushed out as Emery began to walk away.
 
“Flirt,” Emery called back over her shoulder as she sauntered out the back door toward the patio.
 
***
 
Emery had about thirty seconds to get lost in the sensation of Jordan’s perfect lips against her own before she caught Kendall’s stare on the patio. But she wanted to remember everything. Their softness. How Jordan’s fingers had dug into her hips. The want percolating behind Jordan’s eyes, like she really would have had sex with Emery on the bar if she’d have been willing. A faint blush spread across her cheeks, heat coursing through her veins as she worked to come down from what had happened inside.
 
“Your reputation precedes you.” Kendall howled with laughter as she pushed the words out, her chair positioned close to Aiden’s with an empty bench across from them.
 
She slid onto the seat and quirked an eyebrow, buying herself time as she worked to remember anything except the feeling of Jordan’s body against her own. It had been so much better than her fantasies. So much better than anything she’d ever imagined or experienced before. She cleared her throat as her brain continued to fail her. “What’s that now?” she asked as a blush settled across her cheeks, Kendall and Aiden’s stares both intently trained on her.
 
Kendall took a sip of her drink and eyed Emery. “Really? You’re going to play dumb?”
 
“I promise you, I’m not playing at anything right now.” Emery cocked her head to the side.
 
Kendall let out a deep, rolling laugh that caught Emery by surprise. “And look, your partner in crime.” Kendall laughed even harder, tears beginning to stream down her face.
 
“Hey, Aiden,” Jordan said brightly as she walked up to the group, drinks in hand. God, she looked good. Emery had missed her in the two minutes they’d been apart. Her eyes immediately focused on Jordan, unable to pull her gaze away.
 
“Hey, Jordan.” Aiden smiled and moved his hand up to give her a high five.
 
Jordan put the drinks down on the table between them and honored his high five request. “What’s that for?” she asked, her brow drawn upward.
 
“Kendall was just trying to explain to Emery,” he said, almost like he was embarrassed.
 
Jordan slid onto the bench next to her, their bodies as close as possible without sitting on top of one another. Emery quickly put her hands on top of Jordan’s and enveloped their fingers, her hand resting on top of Jordan’s thigh. “Explain what?” Jordan asked as she ran her finger across Emery’s knuckles.
 
Kendall laughed even harder, if that was possible. Her entire body rolled as she worked to push words out. “Oh my god. You two are precious. At least three people walked out here talking about the ‘extremely hot women at the bar’ making out, and it wasn’t very hard for me to surmise who they might be discussing. Seriously. I left you guys alone for like five minutes.”
 
Emery blushed, but Jordan smirked as she tightened her hand on Emery’s. “Well then, everyone, you’re welcome for the free show. Normally, you’ve gotta pay cover for that kind of thing.” Jordan shrugged her shoulders, like it was the most obvious statement in the world.
 
Emery cleared her throat, slightly embarrassed the display had already filtered through the bar, although she couldn’t help but be a bit pleased with herself given her partner in crime. “So, Aiden...do you come here a lot?” She fidgeted slightly on the bench, but it was mostly because she wanted her body pressed against Jordan’s everywhere possible.
 
Aiden chuckled. “It’s kind of a local hangout for resort workers, so I’m probably here a couple of times a week. And how’s your trip going?”
 
“Oh my god this is boring,” Kendall cut in. “Can we please talk about something interesting?”
 
“And what do you want to talk about Kendall?” Jordan raised a sculpted eyebrow as Emery turned toward her direction, loving her silhouette framed against the darkness of night.
 
“I don’t know. Juicy resort gossip. Hopes and dreams. Anything except pedantic watercooler conversation. I get enough of that at work.”
 
“What do you do for work?” Aiden asked. He was growing on Emery, especially given he didn’t take any of Kendall’s spitfire routine. 
 
Kendall rolled her eyes but smiled. “I’m a scriptwriter in Los Angeles.”
 
“Why do I get the sense you’re using us for new material?” he responded with a smirk.
 
Kendall put her hand up on her chest dramatically. “I would never.”
 
“I don’t know if I quite believe that.” Emery’s sarcasm seeped into her voice. Kendall had always been creative with stories. Had always had a way with words Emery envied. When she’d moved to Los Angeles to pursue a career in television and film, it had made complete sense to her. No one knew how to weave a good yarn better than Kendall, her retellings of their late nights together notorious among their group of friends.
 
“What can I say?” Kendall responded without a hint of embarrassment. “There’s art all around us.”
 
“Then doesn’t that mean you should be able to take pedantic watercooler conversation and make it something interesting?” Aiden asked seriously, his attention completely focused on Kendall.
 
It gave Emery the chance to drop out of the conversation and stare at Jordan again, their hands still tightly interlaced, her body acutely aware of all the places they connected. She longed for it to be skin against skin, for everyone else to melt away and the two of them to be left alone in their own little world. She’d had a taste and all she could think about was more.
 
About Jordan’s body against her own. About all the places she wanted to kiss and map with her tongue. About the sounds she wanted to hear Jordan make. She’d never been this way before. She was acutely aware of her want as it percolated through her body, calmed to a steady drip although another touch from Jordan would light the fire again. There was no doubt things would pick up where they’d left off when the opportunity presented itself. The idea both terrified and exhilarated her. Could it be as good as she imagined?
 
They were both adults. Adults had sex all the time. Granted, she hadn’t had it in far too long, and even longer with someone she cared about, but it had to be like riding a bike. If their kiss inside was any indication, she’d for once in her life be pulled along by feelings instead of thoughts, unable to stop her body where Jordan was concerned.
 
Jordan leaned closer, and Emery looked over to find her staring intently. “You got quiet there. Everything okay?”
 
A blush fanned across Emery’s neck, the air balmy against her hot skin. “I was just thinking…”
 
Jordan bit her lip and gave her what had to be one of the sexiest looks Emery had ever seen, her heart beating faster with the knowledge it was directed completely at her. “About what?”
 
Emery’s eyes dropped before she lifted them back up and stared at Jordan intently. “I think you know.”
 
Jordan laughed lightly and moved her other hand to Emery’s neck, as she had done inside. “I want to hear you say it,” she said so quietly it was almost a whisper.
 
Emery licked her lips. “You.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
Chapter Twelve
 
Emery backed Jordan against the wall of the villa as soon as the door closed behind them. The electricity crackled, everything between them charged. Blood coursed hotly through Jordan’s body, and her skin prickled with awareness whether Emery was touching her or not. And when she was touching her, all bets were off.
 
“Are you sure about this?” Jordan hated herself for saying it out loud, but she had to ask. Had to confirm they both felt this thing between them. Maybe it was wrong she didn’t clarify what this was, but she’d taken the first step in the quest for emotional maturity. And by that, she meant putting the ball in Emery’s court to deal with. 
 
Could it just be sex? What if that was all it was? Jordan didn’t know, but she’d struggled against crossing the line for far too long, and she had no resolve left as she gave into the moment between them.
 
Emery bit her lip and ran her fingertips across the exposed skin between Jordan’s pants and shirt. Slowly. Methodically. Like they had all the time in the world. Emery had finally adapted to life in Hawaii, her body relaxed as her fingers danced in light, unfocused patterns.
 
“Yes.” Emery nodded her head resolutely as she stared down at Jordan’s body, but she didn’t clarify more. Didn’t explain her thought process or what she was agreeing to either. Didn’t do anything except rev up the want within Jordan as the breathy little word pushed out into the air between them.
 
“God, Em. You’re so gorgeous.” Emery’s eyes whipped up to meet Jordan’s, a strange, deep look settled across them. Jordan slipped her arms around Emery’s waist like vines snaking around a trellis. She pulled their bodies closer together, wanting to feel the friction everywhere.
 
A blush erupted across Emery’s skin, and Jordan lifted one of her hands to touch Emery’s face, gently cupping the space where her neck and jawline met, just below her ear. The touch elicited an involuntary purr from Emery as Jordan’s thumb made small circles against her skin.
 
She smiled inwardly as she considered the idea of the normally practical and reserved Emery writhing below her, light hair fanned across the pillow like rays of sun. She wanted her to give into this completely, too. To finally let go and just feel.
 
Jordan pushed her head forward and pulled Emery’s bottom lip into her mouth. The slight taste of lipstick permeated her senses, and she had to focus on not getting too carried away.
 
But when Emery let out a lilted breath of air, Jordan couldn’t stop herself. She asked for entry with her tongue as her hand roamed along Emery’s body. She unzipped Emery’s dress from the side as she’d seen Emery do in reverse when putting it on earlier tonight, thinking of nothing else except gaining access to the soft skin underneath. Her fingers danced lightly along the newly exposed skin, and small goosebumps sprang up in her wake. With Emery’s response, Jordan’s desire to find new skin grew with each light touch.
 
And then, Emery brushed their noses together and breathed softly against her skin. The simple gesture caused her heart to shift from a dull thud to an erratic skip, like every molecule in her body was bouncing around in spite of her best efforts to remain controlled and externally calm. 
 
“You drive me crazy,” Emery said quietly, the words almost inaudible with the blood rushing through Jordan’s ears. She absolutely and unequivocally understood the feeling.
 
Emery sighed as Jordan’s finger brushed against her lips, and Jordan’s stomach clenched hard at the sound as a tightening began to build low in her body. So wildly out of her control it was almost comical. 
 
Jordan couldn’t help but stare. Emery’s cheeks were flushed, splotches of color blooming across her perfect skin. As she followed the shapes with her eyes, she felt a hand reach out and tentatively touch her collarbone, so light she could have missed it if she didn’t see it herself. Emery smiled nervously, but happiness welled in Jordan’s chest.
 
Jordan’s uncertainty snapped, the room and the moment shifting back into focus. She moved her hand up over Emery’s and pressed them both down to rest on top of her heart so. Emery could undoubtedly feel the uneven thrumming through her palm. “I think I understand a bit about that,” she pushed out, her voice lower but with a clearness that made the words hang in the air.
 
Emery smirked. “Well then, let’s finally put that giant bed to good use.” She ran her hand down Jordan’s arm and interlaced their fingers together.
 
Emery led her to the bedroom and flicked one of the lights on as they entered, the room bathed in a soft glow. She dropped her hand, Jordan immediately missing the contact. But all was forgiven as Emery shimmied out of her already unzipped dress. She stood in front of Jordan in her matching bra and underwear, tight against her skin, the swell of Emery’s chest visible as she took deep, even breaths.
 
Jordan made quick work of disrobing next to the bed. She pulled her tank top off in a fluid motion and then focused on the tie of her pants. They fluttered to the ground in a pool around her feet, and she stepped out of them toward Emery, nowhere else in the world she’d rather be in this moment.
 
Emery closed the few feet of space between them and pressed their bodies together, her arms encircling Jordan’s waist. Finally, she felt the skin on skin contact she’d been so desperately craving, the sensation of Emery’s body better than she’d imagined.
 
Like she’d done in the living room, Emery reached out and ran her fingers against Jordan’s collarbone. She followed the line to the middle of her body before she dropped her hand down to the swell of Jordan’s chest.
 
“Do you have a thing for my neck?” Jordan was only half-joking as she worked to quell her erratic breathing.
 
Emery lifted an eyebrow before staring down at her hand as it tracked across Jordan’s body. “I’ve been staring at it all week without being able to touch it,” she said distractedly as her fingers continued to touch against hot skin.
 
Jordan pushed her hands into Emery’s hips and pulled her closer. “You’re one to talk. You’ve been walking around in a Bond Girl bikini all week. That wasn’t fair.”
 
“What?” Emery tilted her head to the side. Her hands stilled against Jordan’s chest, where the swell of her breasts came together.
 
“Are you fucking with me right now?” Jordan stilled her own hands and stood up straighter to look Emery in the eye. She had to be. There was no way Emery didn’t see how unfairly attractive she was. That she looked like Blake Lively and Brie Larson had an emotionally combative love child. 
 
“No…” Emery’s shoulders hunched as she drew into herself, her eyes darting around.
 
Jordan cupped her hands around Emery’s jaw to hold her attention. “Emery, you are fucking gorgeous. I don’t know if people didn’t tell you enough or if someone told you you weren’t. But you are so sexy.” Jordan placed a light kiss on Emery’s cheek. “And so smart.” Another kiss on the other side. “And so, unbelievably distracting.” Another kiss, on her nose this time. “Understand?” Jordan shifted her head back and leveled a sincere stare at Emery’s wide eyes.
 
“Y-yes…” Emery breathed out into the small space between them before she crashed her lips and her hips and her body into Jordan’s and pushed her on the bed.
 
***
 
Nothing had ever felt quite like this to Emery before. Jordan’s hips jutting into her own. Jordan’s hands, everywhere. And god, Jordan’s voice, the slightly low rasp working through Emery’s body with every syllable. 
 
“Why did we wait so long to do this?” Emery asked mostly to herself as she pushed her body against Jordan’s, both of them sinking into the soft bed beneath.
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side and smirked. “All work and no play makes Emery a dull girl.” And then, she flipped them so quickly Emery almost got dizzy, now underneath Jordan, their roles reversed. Emery had always had to be the initiator in sex before, completely thrown off kilter as Jordan pushed her hips down and began to place hard, wet kisses across Emery’s collarbone. “I guess I have a thing for your neck, too,” Jordan mused against her sternum as she continued to work her way across.
 
Emery felt like she was going to come apart, Jordan’s hands and body and mouth everywhere and yet nowhere, her body prickling with anticipation as her center pulsed with want. She wondered how embarrassingly fast she’d come when Jordan touched her. When she discovered the wetness waiting for her.
 
The few one night stands she’d had over the past years couldn’t hold a candle to what was happening right now, so attuned with Jordan’s body, curious and hungry to discover and explore every inch of it. 
 
But they had all night. And the rest of the trip. And the rest of their lives as far as Emery was concerned, the idea hitting her squarely in the heart as her breath caught in her throat.
 
“Are you okay?” Jordan shifted her head back slightly and stared at Emery with the deepest, sexiest eyes she’d ever seen, and a throb settled in her center as hot heat snaked through her body.
 
“Better than okay,” she answered as she wrapped her hands around Jordan’s waist and pulled her down into her as hard as she could. Jordan moaned. Emery moaned. She couldn’t stop as her body bucked against Jordan above her, their underwear the only separation from what she wanted most. “Take the rest of your clothes off?” Emery asked breathlessly, her eyes searching Jordan’s.
 
“Yes.” Jordan’s emphatic agreement only made Emery want her more. She watched as Jordan pushed herself up in a fluid motion, the flat plane of her stomach visible. 
 
Emery couldn’t stop herself as she reached out and touched the skin, as she ran her fingers along the v leading to Jordan’s waistband. 
 
Jordan sighed and bit her lip as she allowed Emery to continue exploring with her fingers for a few seconds. Jordan wrapped her long arms behind her back and unclasped her bra first. It fluttered onto Emery’s stomach, and she picked it up and threw it unceremoniously on the floor. Emery hated the idea of anything between them. 
 
Jordan laughed and shifted away from Emery as she tugged off her underwear. “Your turn,” Jordan said with a smile that caused a flutter to work its way through Emery’s heart. This was becoming so much more than sex, at least to her, confronted with feelings she hadn’t let herself feel in far too long.
 
But she liked the feelings, and for as much as they scared her, she was determined to push forward. To take this thing between them as far as it could go. Emery sat up and unclasped her bra. As she fell back into the bed, she was already working her underwear down her legs.
 
Jordan grabbed them as they reached her ankles and pulled them the rest of the way off and threw them across the room. Jordan was on top of her again in a flash, molding into the same position as before, only now, there was nothing in the way. Skin against skin, Emery’s body so hot she wondered if she was running a fever. If it was possible to die from being so turned on.
 
She was so out of her own control right now, and she didn’t even care. All she cared about was making Jordan feel as good as she felt, to coax every ounce of desire from her body until Jordan collapsed on top of her in a sweaty, heaving mess.
 
Emery shifted her hands from Jordan’s waist to her ass and kneaded her fingers against the hard, smooth muscle. Jordan’s body clenched and stilled for a moment. The only indication she wasn’t a statue were the deep breaths pushing from her chest that caused her breasts to shift up and down with the exhalations.
 
And then, Jordan pushed down into Emery hard. She rolled her hips so deftly that stars prickled behind Emery’s eyes, and her own pelvis spasmed in response as she worked to increase the friction. It wasn’t enough, and Jordan must have known that, her hand already snaking between them to where Emery wanted her most. 
 
“I wanted to go slow,” Jordan breathed into the room, her voice slightly embarrassed. “But I can’t. I want this too much.” Emery understood, and she moved one of her hands kneading into Jordan’s ass around to her center, Jordan’s hips spasming with the contact. “Fuck, Em.” Jordan rolled her hips down against Emery’s fingers with a controlled, although slightly uneven, movement, and Emery couldn’t stop the moan that pushed from her body in response.
 
Without warning, she dragged her fingers against Jordan’s center and slowly pushed the tips inside. The warmth and wetness welcomed her in a way that made her own body go weak. 
 
And as Emery’s fingers found stability inside, Jordan’s finger push into her, already wet and welcoming as she slid easily inside. Jordan’s hips spread wider in response to the discovery, and her fingers pushed deeper into Emery. Her body adjusted quickly, already wanting more. 
 
“Tell me what you want.” Jordan said as she pushed her fingers another inch deeper, Emery’s own faltering as she grew distracted with how good Jordan felt inside her. Emery’s hips began to work against Jordan’s hand as she lost focus on anything else.
 
Emery finally spoke, the deep cadence of her own voice surprising her. “God, Jordan. I want you to fuck me. I can’t think about anything else right now.”
 
“And I can’t think of anything else I’d enjoy more,” Jordan said seriously as she dropped her head and kissed Emery deeply, her tongue immediately seeking entry.
 
“Fuck,” Emery exhaled as Jordan continued to fill her. At the same time she curled her fingers upward, Jordan used her thumb to find Emery’s clit. She began to rub small, focused circles as she moved her fingers, keeping rhythm with Emery’s body as she pushed into her. 
 
With one hand still pressed against Jordan, she moved the other one around to her back, dragging her nails down Jordan’s smooth skin. Jordan moaned in response, her hips jerking, the sensations encouraging her to push her fingers deeper into Emery. As she did, Jordan curled her fingers upward and hit the perfect spot, the wave that had been slowly growing larger across the horizon finally breaking. Emery’s abdomen clenched hard as she came apart, her hips bucking wildly against Jordan’s hand.
 
•••
 
Jordan couldn’t tear her eyes away from Emery as she came apart below her, the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Emery’s face was flushed, her breathing erratic, her eyes closed tightly as she continued to grind against Jordan’s hand as she rode out her orgasm. It was one of the hottest things Jordan had ever seen, and she wanted to see it again and again and again.
 
Jordan felt the same flutter in her stomach and tightness in her heart she’d felt so many times before, but she was still overwhelmed by the weight of her emotions when Emery opened her eyes to look at her. 
 
Jordan continued to move her hand slowly as Emery came down, wrapping her arm around her to help hold her up as she rode out the orgasm, her breathing still erratic and choppy. Jordan slid her fingers out slowly, and a small moan escaped Emery’s perfect lips as she withdrew from her completely.
 
And then, Emery’s finger flexed against her center again. Her hips rolled at the touch, a moan escaping her mouth she couldn’t control. “And here I thought you were going to fall into an exhausted sleep,” Jordan teased breathlessly in response to the sated look on Emery’s face.
 
Emery smiled as her fingers moved against Jordan harder. “Making you come too is going to be the best part.”
 
Emery pulled her body up quickly as she moved her fingers against Jordan. She moaned in response as her hips began to jerk, Emery’s fingers growing more purposeful as she slid them back slightly, only to plunge inside Jordan even deeper. Emery pulled Jordan’s face toward her, lips hot and greedy against her own as Emery’s tongue began to mimic the motion her fingers made. 
 
When Emery bit down on her lip hard enough the skin began to prickle, Jordan couldn’t stop herself as she began to grind against Emery’s hand, her body responding to the slight pain in a way she couldn’t control.
 
Jordan moaned into the darkened room, her whole body taut, Emery’s fingers thrusting into her as deep as Jordan’s body would allow. She trembled with exertion as she finally broke, like a dam that could no longer hold the force of the water pushing against it. But Emery kept working her fingers as Jordan rode out her orgasm, kept them moving purposefully against Jordan’s center as both of their hips continued to roll, Jordan wondering if it was possible to enjoy anything more. 
 
Emery disengaged their lips and dropped her head down. Jordan’s center coiled tight again as Emery dragged her teeth against her naked shoulder. Jordan longed for Emery to do that across her entire body, but she responded by moving slightly sideways so her center pushed down hard into Emery’s hand. They pushed against one another with a strength she didn’t know either of them possessed, like an immovable object and an unstoppable force kept colliding.
 
“Fuck,” Jordan exhaled as her walls tightened around Emery’s fingers again, as her whole body stopped mid-motion as another wave of spasms wracked through her. Her hips finally stopped jerking against Emery’s fingers, her body languid and buzzy from her ears to the tips of her toes. Emery slid her fingers out of Jordan and pulled her down on top of her, a tangle of limbs and heat and heavy breathing in the darkened room.
 
Jordan rolled over so her body was still half on top of Emery, little pulses fluttering through her body as she worked to come down again, the second orgasm entirely unexpected, her body spent from exertion.
 
“That was…” Emery laid on her back and lifted her fingers to her lips, her brows drawn upward as she stared at the ceiling.
 
Jordan ran her hand down Emery’s arm as she worked to find the words. “Yeah. I don’t usually come twice. At least back to back,” she said, slightly sheepishly. A grin worked itself across her face she couldn’t suppress. If Emery hadn’t known the impact she had on her before, she definitely knew now.
 
Emery blushed, which was about the cutest thing in the world considering what they’d just done. “Glad I could make it worth your while.” 
 
Jordan laughed, still slightly dazed. Emery rolled her body over so they faced one another, Jordan’s fingers still tracing patterns across her exposed arms. Emery bit the inside of her cheek, like she was trying to work something out before she spoke.
 
“What’s up, Em?” Jordan’s hand stilled against her arm, although she couldn’t bring herself to remove it. To lose the gratifying touch against her fingertips.
 
Emery’s lips twitched as she pulled the comforter over her exposed body.“What happens tomorrow?”
 
Jordan smiled and wriggled her body a little closer. She was still confused about a lot of things but completely sure about what she wanted where Emery was concerned. “Tomorrow, we spend the day having sex and getting tan, although probably not at the same time. I don’t think the hotel would appreciate that.” Emery finally laughed. It was a sweet, high sound, and all Jordan wanted to do was cuddle her close and keep her safe forever. “Maybe we sleep tonight and we can worry about tomorrow together?”
 
“Together,” Emery repeated quietly as she pulled the comforter the rest of the way up and snuggled into Jordan.
 
***
 
Emery rolled over and stretched her arms out wide, her muscles exhausted and sore from last night. An exhaustion and soreness she couldn’t be happier about given what they’d done, but there was an awareness prickling through her thighs and calves as she tentatively flexed and stretched, working to ease the tension from her muscles.
 
She smiled as she wandered out of the bedroom, thinking about last night as she moved toward the kitchen. And then, she saw Jordan, dressed in nothing but an oversized t-shirt, her bare, tanned legs exposed up to her thighs. She stood with her back to Emery as she sang quietly to herself. She’d thrown her hair up in a messy bun on top of her head, her long neck visible. Jordan’s silhouette was breathtaking against the morning sun streaming through the windows. Emery wished she had any sort of artistic ability, wanting badly to capture the moment of beauty but knowing she could never do it justice. 
 
She snuck up behind her and wrapped her arms around Jordan’s torso before she could overthink the action. “Morning, cutie.” Emery’s tone was already laced with desire, her words the best form of expression she had besides how her body responded in Jordan’s presence.
 
“Morning,” Jordan sighed as she melted into the touch, as her head tilted back against Emery’s shoulder. They stood like that for a few seconds before Jordan turned around slowly in Emery’s arms. Butterflies flitted around Emery’s stomach as she stared at Jordan’s bright eyes, at her sincere smile as she tugged the edge of her lip in between her plump lips.
 
Emery could see the small blooms of color dotting across Jordan’s chest and up her neck, little reminders of last night, the memories flooding back as she followed their trail. Emery dipped her head and placed a kiss on one of the blooms, Jordan leaning into the touch in a way that caused warmth to snake around Emery’s body with the simple gesture of trust.
 
Standing here, with Jordan in her arms, she finally understood how much better things could be. How being able to touch Jordan and hold her and kiss her was exactly what she’d never known she’d always needed. This was the perfect complement to their friendship, the next step she wanted to take with her. Stupidly obvious now that it had finally happened.
 
“What do you want to do today?” Emery asked as she worked to not distract Jordan from the very important task of making coffee.
 
Jordan quirked an eyebrow and pursed her lips. “I do believe I told you that last night,” she teased before she turned back toward the counter.
 
Emery shifted back and forth on the edges of her feet, slightly shy in the light of day. She cleared her throat and clasped her hands in front of her, thankful Jordan was facing away from her. “I know what you said last night. I wanted to make sure it was still true this morning.”
 
Jordan turned around again and leveled a stare that made her pulse quicken. “I don’t know…” Jordan began to trace her finger across the exposed skin of Emery’s neck, running her fingers gently across her collarbone.
 
Emery leaned into the touch and worked to remember to breathe. “That feels good,” she sighed as Jordan’s fingers traced errant patterns that made Emery want to drag her back to bed and put those fingers to good use again.
 
“You did try to steal the covers last night,” Jordan chided, her eyes light as a mischievous smirk worked its way across her face.
 
“Can you ever forgive me?” Emery said as seriously as she could manage, working to focus on Jordan’s words and not her touch.
 
“Well...you did let me spoon you after that, so it wasn’t all bad.” Jordan’s grin was so proud that Emery wanted to burst from the sweetness.
 
“It was all part of the plan.”
 
Jordan quirked an eyebrow. “You and your plans. We’d already had sex. You could have just asked to cuddle.”
 
Emery rolled her eyes. But Jordan was right. She didn’t even know why she’d said that. It hadn’t been planned. “Okay, so maybe it wasn’t wholly planned. Maybe I haven’t shared a bed in a while,” she admitted. “But look at how well not planning worked out then.” Emery lifted her hands up and wrapped them around Jordan’s waist to pull her closer.
 
Jordan leaned forward. “You do realize you’re very annoying and very cute.”
 
Emery pursed her lips for a few seconds until she couldn’t resist smirking. “I think you meant annoyingly cute, but I’ll forgive you for that one.”
 
Jordan laughed and looped her arms around Emery’s body. “Why does this feel like good spin all over again?”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Chapter Thirteen
 
Jordan watched closely as Emery waded into the shallow water near the edge of the beach. She tried not to laugh, but Emery looked so serious, so focused as children half her height threw themselves into the crystal clear water and paddled around with their flippers and goggles.
 
“This is so pretty,” Emery said wistfully above the crash of the waves. 
 
Jordan took a few quick steps, at least as fast as her flippers would allow, to reach her side as they stood in water up to their chests. “And just think, you haven’t even seen what’s below the surface yet.” Jordan found Emery’s hand under the water and gave it a gentle squeeze.
 
Now that the wall had finally been broken between them, she couldn’t stop touching her. Couldn’t stop herself from finding every opportunity to keep them close. Running her fingers down Emery’s arms as she’d tried to get dressed for the day. Putting her hand on her knee at breakfast. Keeping her fingers on Emery’s forearm as they drove to the beach. It still didn’t feel real, and she wanted to savor every touch. Every moment. Every feeling. God, she didn’t think she’d ever get enough.
 
“I feel like there’s some sort of metaphor in there,” Emery responded with a lopsided grin. Her goggles were pushed up on her forehead, the snorkel hanging off to the side. 
 
“You look very cute in your snorkeling gear.”
 
Emery laughed and splashed water at her. “I’m going to pretend you’re not teasing me. And you look cute, too,” Emery said as she used her free hand to flick at Jordan’s snorkel.
 
“Wanna do this?” Jordan gave Emery’s hand another squeeze before disengaging her fingers to slip her goggles over her face.
 
Emery followed suit. Jordan would have laughed but she shoved her snorkel into her mouth instead and gave a thumbs up. Surprisingly, Emery dipped into the water first, everything except the top of the snorkel slipping below the surface.
 
It was beautiful under the clear water, the sand white and pristine as coral jutted out in small, haphazard shapes. Jordan kicked her flippers as she worked to keep up with Emery, moving quickly as new shapes popped out in front of them with each stroke. 
 
Like always, Emery looked distractingly pretty, her long body gliding smoothly through the water a few feet ahead of Jordan. A few brave fish darted in and out of view as they pushed forward, although even among the tropical beauty, it was hard for Jordan to focus on little else except the woman in front of her.
 
Emery pushed up through the water and broke the surface as Jordan did the same. She treaded water and pushed her goggles back up. “This is so not how I was expecting this trip to go,” Emery said as she looked around them, a broad smile on her face.
 
“You didn’t expect amazing sex and beautiful scenery?” Jordan grinned, unable to stop herself from looking so pleased. “Call me crazy, but I think that’s why most people take vacations.”
 
Emery swam closer. “Amazing, huh?”
 
“Don’t change the subject. Now you need to tell me how you thought this trip was going to go.” Jordan held her hand up against her forehead so that she could see Emery clearly in the bright sun.
 
Emery drew her lip into her mouth. “I don’t know. I don’t have a lot of faith in people, and you’ve done more for me on this trip than I could ever repay.” 
 
Jordan squinted in the sun as she worked to understand her words. “There’s nothing to repay. This is what friends do for one another. I’m glad that you could be honest with me. That means more to me than you can ever know. If I can help someone else have a better coming out experience than I did, it’s worth it.”
 
Jordan couldn’t make out the look on Emery’s face, so she stayed silent while Emery worked out the thoughts in her head. “Friends?” Emery asked as she scrunched up her nose, like the word was bitter on her tongue.
 
“Didn’t want to push anything with labels,” Jordan answered honestly. “Or do you like the term fake girlfriend?” Jordan laughed and splashed water at Emery to ease the tension of the moment, the words hanging heavy between them.
 
“I like us like this. Together. I know that much,” Emery said before she dove back into the water and disappeared from Jordan’s sight.
 
***
 
Emery knew she had to tell Jordan the truth about the rest of the story, but she couldn’t do it. Couldn’t find the right time. And because she was a coward, she didn’t want to find the right time. Things were different now, and the casual omissions from before now felt more like lies. It wasn’t fair to Jordan that she didn’t know what she was in the middle of anymore.
 
But as she stared at Jordan while they sat at the pool bar back at the hotel, the words got stuck in her throat. It didn’t matter. She was over it. But that didn’t mean what had happened hadn’t informed the last five years of her life.
 
Jordan had accepted Emery’s words as truth. But if she looked harder, had a little more context, she’d see that every time Emery acted too spastic, too unnerved on this trip, it was because of the who, not because of the what. She needed to be honest about her relationship with Rachel, but every time she tried to find the words to explain the situation to Jordan, she’d falter. Or she’d grab Jordan’s hand instead and get lost in the warmth and smoothness of her skin. 
 
Or, when things took a darker turn, she’d feel the awful sensation bubbling inside of her like she was twenty-one again, and she’d hate her weakness. Hated the control Rachel used to have over her life. She’d tried to put all of those emotions away, tucked neatly in a box on a shelf to never deal with again. But this trip wouldn’t allow that. This thing between her and Jordan wasn’t going away, and it had already moved way beyond sex for her. 
 
And on top of that, every conversation with her friends was a landmine. Patrick was the only one who really knew anything. But he hadn’t said anything in five years, so she doubted he’d somehow find it prudent to bring up now. She loved him for that, even though she’d been keeping him at arms length on the trip in a way she wasn’t doing with anyone else. Because it was easier. Because she didn’t want to deal with it. 
 
Her only basis of comparison with what was happening with Jordan was a twisted, closeted relationship, if that word even fit, that had ended catastrophically. And in turn, she didn’t know what to believe. About herself. About what had happened with Rachel. About her future with Jordan. And before she’d ever had her own misery to lose herself in, she’d had  the unhappy marriage her parents had that ended in cheating and divorce. 
 
It had blown up Emery’s life as she was about to leave for college. And when she should have been finding herself, she’d been drawn into Rachel’s web, content to go along with the secrecy for the scraps of attention she threw at her. For their moments alone when Rachel had pretended it meant something. That if Emery could just hold on and play her game, they’d get through it on the other side. But that hadn’t happened, and it took Emery a long time to realize that it was never part of Rachel’s plan for it to happen.
 
She’d never seen a healthy relationship, either hers or the people close to her, so it was no surprise she was lost. Why had she even agreed to come to this wedding?
 
A hand on her arm pulled her from her mental spiral, and she looked up to find Jordan staring at her, concern etched across her face. “Are you okay? You look like you were a million miles away just now.” Jordan ran her hand soothingly down Emery’s arm as she worked to calm her breathing.
 
Emery wanted to be honest, at least as honest as she could be given the situation. “Weirdly enough, I was thinking about my parents.”
 
Jordan’s eyebrow popped up as she considered the words. “What about them?”
 
“They had a horribly volatile relationship that ended in divorce when I was about to graduate high school. I’m beginning to accept that maybe that fucked me up a little bit,” she said with a hollow laugh. She picked up her drink and took a large sip, but it didn’t help wash the feelings away.
 
Jordan’s hand slid down as she interlaced their fingers. “Do you wanna talk about that?”
 
“Not really.” Emery shrugged. “It’s more a statement of fact than anything. Hate that it happened, but it doesn’t change the fact that it did.”
 
Jordan stared at her evenly for a few seconds. “You know it’s okay to have feelings right? That bravery and vulnerability aren’t opposites. They exist in tandem with one another.”
 
Emery squinted at Jordan’s analysis, her lips twitching slightly as she willed herself to not shut Jordan out. “I don’t think I like that,” she answered honestly, her skin itchy and hot and had nothing to do with the sun.
 
“But you do, deep down. You were vulnerable with me when you asked for help so that you could be brave and come here and do this. You get it on some level, Em. Even if you don’t want to accept it.” Emery’s eyes dropped at Jordan’s words. The bubble percolated in her chest again, embarrassed she hadn’t been honest with Jordan from the start.
 
“All people do is break you.” Dramatic much?
 
“Some people break you. Others help put you back together.” Jordan squeezed Emery’s hand and stared at her intently. Was Jordan saying she wanted to help put Emery back together? Or that she’d be the next person to break her?
 
Emery let out a deep breath and shook her head from side to side. She plastered on a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes and gave Jordan’s hand a squeeze back. “I’m not sure how this conversation went so off the rails, but we only have a few more days here. Let’s enjoy them?”
 
She thought Jordan’s eyes faltered, but she smiled back at her. “Sure, Em.”
 
***
 
Jordan sighed and leaned back as Emery placed a light kiss on her exposed shoulder. They’d had sex again when they returned to the villa, and it was better than last night, which she hadn’t known was possible. 
 
They clicked so well, their bodies in sync in a way that Jordan hadn’t had in a long time. Maybe it was the feelings? The fact that it wasn’t just sex for her. That it was an expression of…
 
She shook the thoughts away quickly and worked to maintain her outward calmness. That was a big word, and they couldn’t be there yet. She couldn’t let herself be there yet. Less than a day ago, they’d been friends pretending to be in a fake relationship. Nothing and everything had changed, but Jordan couldn’t pretend that it was pretend anymore.
 
“You weren’t kidding about having a whole wardrobe,” Emery said from behind her.
 
“Me-di-ums,” she answered dramatically. “Can you zip me up?” She turned her head so that she could see Emery’s silhouette and lifted her hair off of her shoulders.
 
A strange wave of emotion coursed through her when Emery’s fingers brushed against her spine. Like the first time when they’d been trying on dresses before the trip. She struggled with how different yet similar everything felt, like some strange parallel universe where life repeated itself, only she was different now. But this time, Emery zipped up the dress and placed another, light kiss against Jordan’s shoulder.
 
Jordan turned around and faced Emery, her blonde hair falling wild and loose around her shoulders, her eyes light. Jordan’s breath caught in her throat at how pretty Emery looked, the first time she’d seen her since she’d gone into the bathroom to get ready. “You look beautiful, Em.” Jordan leaned forward and brushed a lock off hair from Emery’s face. 
 
Emery wore a navy dress, cut high on her thighs with a halter top framing her shoulders and accentuating her toned arms. And baby gazelle was back tonight, Emery a few inches taller than her in the high heels she wore, stilettos that should be considered a weapon due to their danger but also because of how good Emery looked in them.
 
“You do, too.” Emery’s eyes flicked down to Jordan’s body before they scanned up back to her face. “So beautiful,” she continued as almost a whisper.
 
“You can’t look at me like that if you expect us to make it to the rehearsal dinner on time.” Jordan let out a light laugh and moved sideways, Emery doing the same with her body, effectively blocking her path.
 
“Maybe I don’t want to go. Maybe I want to stay here and peel that pretty dress off of you and finish what we started.”
 
Jordan quirked an eyebrow, although hot heat coursed through her veins at the idea. “How very Beyonce in Partition of you,” she said, working to keep her voice light. “And if I’m not mistaken, you did finish. Twice.” She leveled a smirk in Emery’s direction as a small blush fanned across the blonde’s cheeks.
 
Emery licked her lips, and Jordan’s resistance wavered. “I thought you were thanking me for last night.” Emery’s arm snaked out as she ran her fingers along Jordan’s side. “Green is a great color on you by the way,” Emery continued as her eyes raked across Jordan’s body again.
 
How the hell, in the span of less than a week, had they gone from sleeping on separate sides of the bed to Emery staring at her like she wanted to devour her whole? Jordan still had difficulty adapting to the new reality, worried at any moment the rug would be pulled out from underneath her. 
 
Maybe it would all fall apart when they got home and Emery went back to her regularly scheduled programming of working too hard and too long, but it was hard for Jordan to see that right now. To think that they couldn’t exist in this perfect moment forever outside of their obligations and expectations and all the murky, messy stuff that made relationships hard. Her feelings were as clear as the water they’d swam in today, and she couldn’t stop herself.
 
Jordan rolled her eyes and quickly darted from Emery’s grasp. She needed to make it to the bathroom before Emery successfully distracted her from their task of dinner. “Thank you. And I need to do my makeup right now or we’ll be late,” she called from the safety of the bathroom. Although, when she glanced at the clothes they’d both shed on the floor before stepping into the shower together when they’d gotten back, she realized that nowhere was safe from Emery, least of all her own mind.
 
***
 
They were so close to pulling this off, even if Emery didn’t quite know what this was anymore. They walked arm-in-arm into the private room at the resort, the far side open to a beautiful patio and bar, tables scattered around the interior as guests already in attendance mingled and chatted. It wasn’t a formal sit-down affair, although Emery was still on edge, still unsure about how the night would go.
 
She hadn’t had to talk to Rachel alone since she’d arrived, and quite frankly, she hoped she didn’t have to. Rachel and Trevor would probably do their obligatory chit chat with guests and say hellos, similarly to what they’d do at the wedding, but she didn’t expect, or want, for them to have some strange heart to heart and make peace about what had happened all those years ago.
 
Emery had been most surprised that Rachel had opted only to have her sister as the maid-of-honor, Trevor doing the same and asking his brother to be his best man. It was smaller than she’d expected for someone like Rachel, but there was an opulence to a destination wedding, and sixty people thousands of miles away from home was still no small, or cheap, affair.
 
“Do you know most of these people?” Jordan whispered in her ear as they walked through the crowd. 
 
It wasn’t lost on Emery that they turned a few heads as they moved toward the patio, most likely from how amazing Jordan looked in that green dress. She hadn’t been placating her, at all. If anything, Emery’s words didn’t convey what she’d wanted to articulate. That the dress was lucky Jordan had chosen it. That she’d given it the chance to shine with her long legs and sculpted back and her hair that fell in loose waves around her shoulders. Emery had also been serious about wanting nothing more than to drag Jordan back to bed, although it was for more reasons than she’d been willing to admit.
 
Emery’s eyes darted around as she took stock of the guests. “I’ve met a couple of them. I see Trevor’s parents and Rachel’s parents. They were both alumni of our school, so they’d come up for a few football games every season.”
 
“Oh wow,” Jordan said with a laugh. “Weren’t Rachel and Trevor just born for one another then. It’s like a movie.”
 
Emery’s body tensed at the statement, and she worked to roll the stress from her shoulders. “Guess so.”
 
Jordan peered over at her as they reached the bar on the patio. “But you were all friends, right?”
 
“Yes. Why would you ask that?” Emery’s clip was harsher than she intended. Jordan’s questions were completely fair, and she hated how she was behaving in spite of her best efforts to stop herself.
 
“You don’t seem super excited about the wedding. And I don’t think you’ve even talked to Rachel since we’ve been here.” Goddamn Jordan and her perceptiveness. Maybe Emery hadn’t been doing as good of a job as she’d thought at playing the situation.
 
Emery waffled with her words before settling on, “I think they’re a great match.”
 
Jordan lifted a sculpted eyebrow, their conversation interrupted as the bartender walked up. “What can I get you ladies?”
 
“Vodka soda.” Emery refused to look at Jordan, refused to acknowledge the confused stare she knew was being leveled in her direction.
 
“I’ll have a Heineken,” Jordan answered as she turned her stare to the taps behind the bartender’s head.
 
Emery considered believing in fate as Kendall strolled up to them like she didn’t have a care in the world. “Hello, lovebirds,” Kendall sang before she gave both of them a hug.
 
“Hey, K.” Emery turned her body to include Kendall in their conversation, more thankful for her presence than she could ever repay.
 
Waiters began bringing around hors d'oeuvres as they made their way over to a large section on the patio with seating. Emery plucked a few bits of food although it was difficult to stop her stomach from churning every few minutes, wondering why suddenly everything had escalated to a fever pitch when she’d been doing so well, sort of, until now.
 
Jordan spoke from next to her after they’d both settled into a loveseat with Kendall to their right. “So were Trevor and Rachel always together in college? Were they like that couple destined to be together?” Emery’s stomach rolled again, and she hoped Kendall would answer the question for both of them. No one except Rachel and Emery knew what had happened, but it was hard to wonder how much their friends had picked up on considering they all spent so much time together in college.
 
Kendall popped a small piece of seafood in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully for a moment before speaking, although it felt like an eternity from where Emery sat. “You know, it was actually kinda strange. They didn’t get together until right at the very end. We’d all been friends before then, and surprisingly, no one in the group had ever dated one another.”
 
“Guess everyone wanted to sow their wild oats before settling down,” Jordan said with a light, breezy laugh. 
 
God, Emery was being such a fucking idiot. She was here with a beautiful woman who actually wanted to be here with her, proudly on her arm, and she was acting like an asshole because she couldn’t get over the past. She took a breath before she downed the remainder of her drink. “I’m going to get a refill.” She stood up quickly and walked back toward the bar.
 
***
 
Reality had hit sooner than Jordan had been prepared to deal with. It was clear Emery was distracted and upset by something, although she wasn’t sure what it was. They’d made it through toasts with Emery growing progressively more toasted as the night wore on. Jordan had lost counts of how many drinks she’d downed since they’d arrived, wondering if there was an end in sight.
 
They’d spent the last few hours posted up in the large seating area with Kendall, Bruce, Casey, Patrick, and Ava, although Trevor and Rachel had stopped by intermittently to chat and thank them for being there. At least Trevor had. Rachel was still acting like an uppity bitch.
 
Jordan had tried to interact with Emery a few times, but she was insistent on sticking with the group conversations, their relationship strangely back to feeling fake and for the sake of Emery’s friends. 
 
Emery was all but falling asleep next to her, and she thought about trying to convince her she should go to bed, her behavior not a good look on anyone. “Hey.” She leaned closer to Emery. “You want to head to bed? You seem tired.” She ran her hand down Emery’s arm soothingly in an attempt to keep the situation calm.
 
Thank god Emery wasn’t a combative drunk, her agreement coming with surprising ease. “Yeah, sleep sounds good.” She nuzzled her face sleepily into Jordan’s shoulder, maybe the first real display of affection since they’d stepped inside the rehearsal space.
 
Jordan sat up straight. “We’re going to head to bed everyone. What time is the wedding?” Who knew what time Emery would emerge tomorrow, and she didn’t want them to look bad because Emery was too hungover to show up on time.
 
“Arrive at four,” Casey said as she looked down at her phone. “Wedding’s at four thirty.”
 
“Great.” Jordan plastered on her most passable smile. She didn’t relish trying to get Emery back to their villa, but staying here was a much worse option. “You ready, Em?” she asked as she stood and extended her hand for Emery to take.
 
Emery blinked a few times and nodded her head. She stood shakily, her drunk body struggling even more with her high heels. “Yes.” She squeezed Jordan’s hand back. “Love you all, byeeeeee,” Emery said with a hand flourish as they walked away from the patio and headed toward the door.
 
“Should we say bye to Trevor and Rachel?” Jordan asked as they navigated the tables in the room slowly given Emery’s lack of sobriety. They may as well have been running an obstacle course for how much focus it took to get Emery through it safely.
 
“Nuuuuh,” Emery said with a slight slur as they made it to the door. “Doesn’t matter.”
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side but waited until they were safely in the hallway to ask anymore questions. “Are you sure? And more importantly, are you okay?” Concern laced through her voice that mingled with annoyance.
 
“I’m fine.” Emery staggered slightly like an invisible force was pushing her.
 
“You don’t really seem fine.” Jordan gripped her arm tighter to keep her from falling over. “You seem close to falling down drunk which isn’t normally like you.” There was likely no point in having this conversation tonight, but Jordan couldn’t stop herself. Couldn’t stop the confusion and annoyance that continued to flood through her body with each painfully slow step at Emery’s side.
 
Emery leveled a lidded stare in Jordan’s direction. “Why do people suck so much?”
 
“Do you want to clarify who we’re talking about?” Jordan asked as they finally made it to their hallway, the end of this torturous walk in sight.
 
As they arrived in front of their villa, Emery fumbled with the key card, missing a few times before she finally unlocked the door. “Just people. My bosses,” Emery said as she walked away from her and into the bedroom.
 
Jordan threw her stuff down on the kitchen counter and followed her into the room. “You’re upset about work?”
 
“No. But my bosses do suck,” Emery said like it was an obvious statement.
 
Jordan almost wanted to laugh, but she knew there was more going on that Emery didn’t want to talk about. “So you got drunk at a completely unrelated event to work with friends you haven’t seen in forever because you don’t like your bosses?”
 
“Could be one interpretation,” Emery said absently as she worked to wriggle out of her dress.
 
Jordan walked to the kitchen and filled a large glass with water before returning. “Drink this.” She pushed it toward Emery, now only in her underwear.
 
“You’re so nice,” Emery said before she took a large gulp. “Nicer than most people. Why are you so nice?” Emery asked, almost like she was talking to herself and not Jordan.
 
“I don’t see the point in being mean to people. Or playing games. Life’s too short for that.” She wanted to comfort Emery, but it felt strange given how drunk she was. How un-Emery-like she was behaving.
 
“What’s even the point of weddings anyway? To prove to everyone how much you love one another?” Emery walked over to the bed and crawled into the comforter. “It’s bullshit,” she said from under the covers.
 
Jordan didn’t respond immediately, instead choosing to take off her dress and hang it in the closet. She walked across the floor and picked up Emery’s too before doing the same. “I think that’s a pretty sad outlook, Em.” Jordan couldn’t stop the frown on her face, still unclear about why Emery was so upset.
 
Jordan slid into bed next to her, although she made no move to tangle their bodies together like last night. Sadly, she felt a little bit like they were back to square one, and she didn’t understand why Emery was pushing her away and making up nonsensical answers to avoid having a real conversation. Even drunk, Emery wouldn’t relinquish control, wouldn’t admit whatever was happening and be vulnerable.
 
As Jordan stared at the ceiling, she wondered for the first time if them taking things further had been a mistake. If maybe, they were too fundamentally different to make things work. Her heart constricted at the thought, and she pushed it away and worked to count her breaths until she fell asleep.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Chapter Fourteen
 
Why did Emery’s head hurt so much? She became aware of the acrid taste in her mouth and resisted the urge to heave as she rolled her body over in bed. Fuck. What had happened last night? She’d had a few too many drinks at the rehearsal party, but she couldn’t remember leaving, and more importantly, she couldn’t remember what she’d said coming back to the villa.
 
Jordan was nowhere to be found, and her stomach gave another reflexive roll as she worried about what she’d said. About what she’d admitted. About her feelings for Jordan. About what had happened with Rachel. About all of her uneasiness with the current state of her life.
 
She checked her texts messages. Nothing. She groaned and pushed her body off the side of the bed and moved slowly into the bathroom.
 
A long, hot shower helped, but she couldn’t shake her embarrassment. Couldn’t shake the nagging that she’d said something stupid last night. That she’d have to atone for something that she wasn’t even aware she’d done.
 
Who would be best to ask? And who would give her the least amount of shit for it? Probably Casey, she thought before shooting off a text.
 
She didn’t bother drying her hair when Casey’s response came a few seconds later. She wanted nothing more than a big cup of coffee and a greasy plate of food to help wash her worries away.
 
Emery moved through the resort slowly, her body frustrated with each step she forced it to take, the sun bright in spite of her large sunglasses and oversized hat. She slid into the chair across from Casey as she’d done a few days before and let out a long sigh.
 
“Hair of the dog?” Casey asked with a grin as she held up a Bloody Mary.
 
Emery’s stomach rolled. “No. Not even close. I don’t know if I’m ever drinking again,” she said so sadly that Casey let out a laugh at how pathetic she must have sounded.
 
“You were in it to win it last night, but what it seems like you won is one hell of a hangover, so congrats on that.” Casey picked up her Bloody Mary and took a sip as Emery looked away.
 
“I haven’t had that much to drink in a long time and…” Emery waffled with her words. “I don’t quite remember the end of the night. I didn’t do anything stupid, did I?”
 
Casey quirked an eyebrow. “You mean besides dancing on the patio table and singing Hotel California off key?”
 
Emery’s eyes went wide as heat snaked across her chest. “I didn’t…”
 
Casey laughed so hard she almost knocked her drink off the table. “No, you didn’t. But could you imagine if you did? You were imagining it just then, right?”
 
Emery shook her head back and forth as she worked not to throw up from the thought. “You’re evil, Casey. And here I thought you’d be a friend in my time of need. I’m not functional enough right now to deal with that possibility.” 
 
“Aww, I’m sorry, Em,” Casey grabbed her hand on top of the table and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Are you doing okay?” Was she? She didn’t know anymore.
 
“Am I doing okay with what?” Casey’s eyes had shifted from warm to focused, zeroing in on her in a way she hated.
 
“You’ve never talked to me about it, but I’m here if you want to.” Casey let the words sit between them.
 
Emery bit the inside of her cheek, willing her suspicions about Casey’s question to be wrong. “Talked about what?”
 
Casey sighed and took a sip of her drink before she spoke. Emery had a bubble in her throat that made her want to cry, unable to speak as she waited for Casey to clarify. “About Rachel.”
 
“What about her?” The bubble expanded with Emery’s words, already on verge of tears. Why was she making this so difficult? Why was it still so hard to talk about, even five years later. She’d always wondered what her friends knew, and now, it looked like she was about to get her answer.
 
“I guess I should clarify. You and Rachel and whatever was going on with the two of you in college.” Casey tilted her head and closed the laptop on the table in front of her to give Emery her full attention.
 
“Does everyone know?” Emery’s heart thrummed nervously, her hangover almost forgotten as a whole new sense of dread filled her body.
 
“If you’re asking did we all ever sit in a circle and discuss it, no. But I don’t know what anyone else knows. I wanted to respect your privacy enough not to make a spectacle of it. But judging from how you and Rachel have barely interacted, it doesn’t quite seem like water under the bridge at this point. Want to talk about it?”
 
Emery let out a hoarse, choppy laugh. “I feel like I should slide money across the table so that I can lock you into attorney client privilege.”
 
Casey gave Emery’s hand another squeeze. “Consider this a pro bono case.”
 
“We started hooking up in senior year. I don’t know how it happened really. I knew I was a lesbian, but I was too afraid to come out. I could barely admit it to myself, let alone other people.”
 
Once the words started tumbling out, she couldn’t stop them. She’d held them in for the last five years, and now, it was like the floodgates had opened and she was reliving the moments like they’d happened yesterday.
 
“And then Rachel happened?” Casey supplied. 
 
The waiter came around and took Emery’s order, although it was only the briefest distraction from finally telling someone the story. From putting into words the feelings that had been tumbling around inside her body for far too long.
 
Emery smiled, although it still hurt to think about. “I just...god, it was like everything finally made sense. Like all the pieces clicked into place. I was both excited and terrified about the rest of my life in a way I’d never been before. A life with Rachel. A life being out.”
 
“But what happened? Why didn’t you tell any of us?” Casey’s voice was calm and soothing, and it made Emery feel brave enough to continue.
 
“Rachel didn’t want to. And at first, that didn’t seem weird. We were all friends. And neither of us had admitted to the other what was happening between us. How we identified. We were friends who happened to sleep together, although it started to grow more complicated.”
 
“How so?” Casey was the perfect balance of inquisitive and supportive, and Emery more relieved than pushed to continue sharing the story.
 
“School was ending in a few months. I told her I wanted to tell people. She adamantly rejected that idea, but she didn’t tell me why. A few weeks later, she and Trevor announced that they were dating.”
 
Casey cringed. “Wow, them getting together at the end of college now seems far less romantic.”
 
Emery took a sip of her coffee and allowed herself a few moments to let the heat wash through her body. “Obviously, this isn’t the best place to be having this conversation. I know that.”
 
“Did you ever end up talking about it? Did you like break up?” Casey made air quotes. “Or are you still technically the other woman?”
 
For the first time in the conversation, Emery let out a genuine laugh. “I’m going to let that slide because although tasteless, it was really funny.” But she stilled for a moment and considered the words seriously. “Can you break up if you were never together?”
 
Casey interjected. “It sounds like you were together.”
 
Emery tilted her head to the side, curious at Casey’s opinion on the situation. “How so?”
 
“You obviously cared about her. And you were sleeping together. And it mattered enough that it’s still fucking you up five years later.”
 
“It’s not fucking me up.” Emery made her own emphatic air quotes in Casey’s direction.
 
“Well, it damn sure shouldn’t be. Jordan is absolutely amazing. You’re a lucky woman to have found her, so that’s what you should be worried about fucking up right now.”
 
Emery groaned as all of her thoughts came crashing back to the reality of the present moment. Of how hot and cold and unreliable she’d been on this trip. Of how things had shifted between she and Jordan and what a horrible job she was doing at dealing with the change given her overwhelming anxiety about Rachel. “I knowwwww,” she practically wailed into her coffee cup.
 
“Does Jordan know the situation?”
 
“No. I haven’t told her. Actually, I’ve never told anyone.”
 
Casey leveled a stare at her that made Emery feel vulnerable under the weight of her piercing eyes. “Why not?”
 
“Because I didn’t want it to be that thing that defined me. The girl who was so in love with her college roommate. A girl who ditched me the second it was time to join real life because to her, being with another woman wasn’t real life. Pretty pathetic, right?”
 
“I’m not trying to be pushy here, Em, but it sounds like it’s defined you maybe a little more than you’d like.” Casey took a sip of her drink and stared out toward the kids playing in the pool.
 
“I think she broke what little trust I had in people. It’s hard to come back from that.”
 
Casey gave her a sympathetic smile that made Emery want to cry again. “Heartbreak is always hard. But what Rachel did is a reflection of her character. Not yours. You can’t make someone brave enough to fight for you. At the end of the day, I think learning that sooner rather than later was probably a good thing, even though I’m sure it was difficult to hear.”
 
“Do you moonlight as a therapist, too?” Emery asked as a small grin worked its way across her face.
 
But Casey was absolutely right. About everything. It was so idiotic that she hadn’t talked about it before, and more importantly, that she was letting Jordan slip through her grasp because of her own past insecurities about being hurt and rejected. Jordan had never done any of those things to her. If anything, she’d been willing to go along with Emery and help her, even though it had put Jordan into a strange, likely uncomfortable situation. Jordan was the best person she knew, and she needed to start acting like it or she was going to lose her.
 
***
 
Jordan didn’t know what to make of Emery’s hot and cold act. They’d gotten ready in the villa before the wedding, and although Emery had been attentive and present, it felt like there was a wall between them. Maybe it was Jordan’s imagination, but there was less touching. Less flirting. Less banter. Emery still hadn’t clarified why she’d been such a wreck last night, and Jordan didn’t have anymore energy left to ask.
 
As they stepped onto the small deck leading down to the beach where the ceremony would take place, Emery’s hand threaded through Jordan’s arm and held onto her tightly. Jordan wanted to lean into the touch, but she was still on edge, still unsure about where things stood between them.
 
But she still had a job to do as Emery’s fake girlfriend, so she gave Emery a gentle, albeit tempered, smile as they walked down the deck and took their seats next to Casey and Bruce. 
 
Frustratingly, Emery looked gorgeous in a canary yellow dress that complemented rather than washed out her blonde hair, her blue eyes popping against her natural makeup. As they sat down, Emery kept her hand threaded through Jordan’s arm, her fingers rubbing small circles across Jordan’s forearms that made her prickle with awareness, although she did the best to temper her feelings.
 
The ceremony was blissfully short. Maybe it was because she didn’t know Trevor or Rachel, but she didn’t feel a significant connection to it. They hadn’t written their own vows, and there was nothing about the ceremony that seemed special or unique to them. To their relationship. The decor was beautiful, a white wedding arch with the backdrop of the ocean behind it. It was a perfect, cloudless day as the blue of the sky mingled into the blue of the water. But any other two people could have been switched into the scene, and it would have felt the same to her.
 
Jordan couldn’t help but wonder if a wedding was something that would ever be in her future. If she’d ever be so in love that she wanted to share it with the world. She hated that she thought about Emery’s words last night, about how negatively she thought about weddings and why people did them. Some people probably got married for the reasons Emery mentioned, but at their best, they were about sharing love. About making time and space to enjoy the start of something new with the people she cared about. She didn’t have that many of them in her life, but she couldn’t understand Emery’s outright rejection, her indifference bordering on anger toward the whole situation.
 
It was a strange juxtaposition of emotions, and she almost didn’t noticed the wedding finished as guests stood up and the wedding party began to walk out. Jordan stood as Emery pulled lightly at her arm, Jordan still lost in thought as she tried to focus on the present moment.
 
“You okay?” Emery glanced over at her with concern, her voice low and soothing in a way that made Jordan want to forget all of the strangeness and back and forth that had been happening.
 
“Yeah, Em. I’m fine. Just a little tired today.” Their conversation was cut off as they moved from the beach toward a room similar to the one from the rehearsal dinner, although it was larger and had round tables situated inside. 
 
Drink stations were already set up, and like last night, waiters appeared almost immediately as they began offering small cocktail snacks. Emery was behaving like a completely different person than she’d been last night, her eyes light, her shoulders soft and relaxed as she led Jordan around by their intertwined arms.
 
Jordan couldn’t stop the words that pushed forward from her lips. “Seems like you’re in a better mood today…”
 
Emery blushed, and her fingers fidgeted against Jordan’s forearm. “This trip’s been a lot for me. I’m sorry I’ve been all over the place. But I want to make that up to you. You’ve been absolutely amazing.”
 
Jordan wanted to give into her words, wanted to believe that everything was going to be fine. But for how long? A day? A week? Maybe a month if they were lucky? She rolled her shoulders and smiled. “I appreciate that, Em. But I’m here to support you. Let’s have fun with your friends, and we can figure everything out when we’re back in Austin, okay?”
 
Emery’s eyes faltered, but she didn’t push, didn’t try to make Jordan have a conversation here that they should have in private anyway. “Okay. Let’s have fun.”
 
As the reception wore on, Jordan was finally able to ease into enjoying the night. Into not worrying that Emery would slip back into her strange routine of losing focus and acting spastic. She’d seemed to have developed a new clarity since last night, and Jordan welcomed it, even if she didn’t know whether it came with an expiration date.
 
After dinner, Casey and Kendall dragged them both out on the dance floor, and they all bounced around to cheesy songs that made her burst into laughter each time the DJ began a new one. Emery was practically glowing, and she spun Jordan around a few times before pulling their bodies closer together as the song shifted into a slow one.
 
“Where do you think you’re going?” Emery asked as Jordan moved to return to their table.
 
Jordan stopped and stared back at Emery. “I was going to take a break.” 
 
Emery dropped her hand from Jordan’s arm down to her fingers, interlacing them together. “Will you dance with me?”
 
A small smile tugged at Jordan’s lips with the romanticism of it all, not expecting Emery to be the type to woo. “Sure, Em. I’ll dance with you.” Jordan’s hand moved up to encircle Emery’s waist, her fingers pushing gently into the silky fabric of her dress.
 
“You look very pretty.” Emery leaned her head in closer. Jordan could smell the perfume Emery wore, could see the light freckles dusting her cheeks. It was intoxicating, and she wanted nothing more than to fall into the moment and pretend that they could stay like this forever, that it could always be this easy.
 
“You look very pretty, too,” Jordan responded honestly. Emery’s hands wrapped around Jordan’s neck a little tighter with the statement, and Emery pushed their hips closer together.
 
“I’m trying to keep up with you,” Emery responded, echoing the words back to her that Jordan had said earlier in the trip. She nuzzled her nose against Jordan’s and gave her a light, sweet eskimo kiss, their lips only about an inch apart. “I really like you,” Emery whispered between them, the words low and soft like a lullaby.
 
Jordan’s body prickled with emotion, with awareness at the implication of Emery’s words. “I really like you, too,” Jordan admitted as the song ended, as they stood watching one another on the dance floor as the music shifted into a much more upbeat tune.
 
Emery took a deep breath. “I want to be with you when we get back to Austin,” she said, bouncing slightly from foot to foot and biting her lip. “Do you think that’s something you’d want?”
 
“Yes,” Jordan breathed out before she’d thought about it. They couldn’t go back to being just friends. Not after Jordan knew what it was like to be with Emery. To touch her and taste her and wrap her body around her. She couldn’t turn that off even if she’d wanted to, and with Emery staring at her so serenely, a sureness in her eyes that Jordan rarely saw, she wanted to believe it was possible. Wanted to do everything she could to make it work.
 
Emery smiled shyly as she placed a light, sweet kiss on Jordan’s lips. “So, I guess this means you’ll go on a date with me when we get home?”
 
Jordan laughed as she led Emery off the dancefloor and back to their table before answering. “Yes, Emery. You can take me on a date when we get home.”
 
“Perfect,” Emery said with a broad smile that made Jordan’s heart flutter. “It’s a date.”
 
Jordan laughed again as Emery sat down. “Yes, Em. That’s exactly what it is. I was going to run to the bathroom and grab a drink. Do you need anything?”
 
Emery stared up at her from the table with clear blue eyes. “I think I did my drinking last night, but thanks. I might wander around and talk to some people, but find me when you get back?”
 
“Sure,” Jordan said before she meandered around the tables and back toward the bathroom nestled down a hallway off to the side of the venue room. She was giddy as she washed her hands a few minutes later, like they’d finally started something productive. That she and Emery were finally on the same page.
 
The door to the bathroom opened, and her gaze flicked over to acknowledge the person. “Oh, hey.” Jordan smiled slightly awkwardly, the mood in the room shifting. Rachel had changed from her wedding dress to a less formal one, but she looked equally gorgeous in both, although this one was shorter and probably made dancing and going to the bathroom alone a bit easier. “The wedding’s beautiful. Congratulations.” She worked to ease the tension in her voice as Rachel stayed silent, continuing to wash her hands in order to leave as soon as possible.
 
Rachel finally spoke, and Jordan’s body bristled at the strange tone. “It is,” she said, almost wistfully, like some weird cartoon villain lovingly plotting the destruction of the world. It put Jordan on edge in a way she couldn’t explain, wondering why she was putting on such a strange affect for just the two of them.
 
“Yep.” Jordan worked to keep her own voice calm and sincere. “I’m happy for you and Trevor. You make a great couple.”
 
“And happy for yourself, too, I’m sure.” Jordan’s head whipped around at Rachel’s words, not quite understanding.
 
“What do you mean?” She cocked her head to the side as she walked over to get a paper towel, nervousness bubbling in her throat. No wonder Emery hadn’t wanted to hang out one-on-one with Rachel. She was strange and had done little to allow Jordan to believe she was a real person and not an animatronic robot.
 
“Well, I mean, if I hadn’t broken Emery’s heart in college, she never would have needed someone like you to pick up the pieces.”
 
Jordan’s entire body stilled, like Rachel had slapped her. There was a lot to process in that statement. Jordan’s mind began to spin and her stomach churned with the weight of the words. “Okay…” The smirk on Rachel’s face told her she was getting a lot of satisfaction out of this altercation, and Jordan didn’t want to be helpful in admitting she had no idea what the fuck Rachel was talking about.
 
“She did tell you, right?” Rachel practically sneered. “She was great, but I never would have gotten my trust fund if I’d stayed with her, and some things are more important.”
 
Jordan was reeling, but she worked to keep it together, to not visibly shake as Rachel’s words wracked through her body. “Like money, apparently,” Jordan said with every ounce of restraint she could muster. 
 
“You’re a little alternative for my tastes, but Emery could have done worse.” Rachel looked Jordan up and down like she was appraising the value of an antique instead of a human being. 
 
Jordan cleared her throat. Rachel was obviously insane and obviously trying to bait her, and she didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. “Why is it that you’ve been married less than a few hours, and you’re more concerned with who Emery is here with than spending your wedding reception with your husband?” She stood up straighter as she said the words and shot daggers toward Rachel with her eyes.
 
“What can I say? I’m great at multitasking,” Rachel bit back as she moved toward the bathroom stall. “Honestly, I assumed Emery brought you along to get back at me for dumping her all those years ago. Asking me right before the wedding. How transparent...” Rachel looked her up and down again critically, like Jordan was little more than a speck of dirt under her shoe.
 
“Believe it or not, and honestly, I’m sure you’ll find it hard to believe...Not everything is about you.” Although as Jordan said the words, she didn’t quite believe them, the pieces clicking into place in a way that cut jagged little wounds through her heart as she accepted the truth in Rachel’s statement.
 
“Doesn’t look like that from where I’m standing.” Rachel smirked so condescendingly that Jordan wanted to slap the look right off her face.
 
“Has anyone ever told you you’re kind of a bitch, Rachel?” Jordan worked to keep her voice even, to not break down and start crying in front of her. “It’s no wonder I haven’t seen any adult friends here for you. Seems like the only people that can stomach to be around you are the ones that were probably too drunk most of the time to see what a narcissist you are.”
 
“Hmmm…Maybe you should ask Emery if she thought that. Or what she would have given up to be with me. Stayed in the closet. Dropped everything the second I texted. Lied to all of our friends.” 
 
Jordan needed to leave because she was about to get in a fight with the bride and, no matter who was at fault, that would not be an acceptable thing. “Honestly, Rachel, fuck you. I say that from the bottom of my heart. I hope you have a good life, and I hope I never have to see you again,” she said as she moved quickly to the door. 
 
She slipped out as fast as she could and walked down the long hallway toward the reception area. Instead of making a left and heading back to the party, she continued straight down the hallway toward the exit back toward the resort, walking as quickly as her feet could carry her without breaking into a run.
 
The sobs began as she made it back to the hallway of the villa, unsure as the first tear fell if she was more upset by Rachel’s cutting words or because Emery had lied to her. She likely had brought Jordan along to make Rachel jealous, not because she wanted to come out to everyone. That was a convenient excuse and added bonus to fucking with Emery’s sociopathic ex-girlfriend or whatever the hell she was. 
 
As Jordan unlocked the door, her sobs grew louder, and she couldn’t help but think of all the strangeness with Emery on this trip and how it always related back to when they had to see Rachel. It suddenly seemed so obvious. She was so stupid to believe that it was the stress of the trip. 
 
The cooking class. Skipping the first dinner when Rachel and Trevor arrived. Rachel acting like a bitch at dinner on the night they’d slept together. Emery getting drunk at the rehearsal dinner last night. She wanted to vomit with the weight of it, of how clearly everything laid out in a neat little trail as a big “fuck you” to Rachel and not because Emery had wanted Jordan.
 
Why had she’d ever gone along with this? Oh right. Because she’d been in love with Emery since she’d met her, and this had seemed like the perfect reason to do something about it. She’d had no idea what she’d walked into the middle of, and she resented Emery deeply for not telling her. For letting her think that this was about something else. Foolish didn’t even begin to cover it, and she choked back another sob as her sadness began to morph into anger.
 
She shot off a quick text to Emery to explain her departure, hoping she wouldn’t return to the hotel room to check up on her. 
 
Felt sick. Totally fine, just wanted to sleep it off. Have fun at the wedding. Please don’t leave early because of me!
 
She hated knowing the satisfaction Rachel would likely feel if she noticed Jordan was gone, but she didn’t have time to worry about that right now. Clearly, no one had worried about her feelings, and it was time to repay that courtesy.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Chapter Fifteen
 
Emery slipped into the villa as quietly as she could about thirty minutes after receiving Jordan’s text. She hated that Jordan wasn’t feeling well, and although she’d tried to stay, she missed her too much, and more importantly, she wanted to make sure she was okay. She’d grabbed a packet of aspirin from the front desk on her way back in the hopes that it could help Jordan, unsure what was wrong.
 
She wanted to be there for her, and she didn’t want her suffering alone. She was surprised as she shut the door behind her that the glass door to the deck was open. Emery moved slowly toward it and poked her head out of the doorway. Jordan didn’t turn, but she saw that her face was tear-stained, small drops rolling down her cheeks and chin.
 
“Jordan, what’s wrong?” she asked quickly as she moved to the chair next to her and sat down. She tried to take Jordan’s hand, but she pulled away, and Emery’s heart dropped with the action.
 
Jordan took a deep breath, but she didn’t look at Emery, continuing to stare out at the waves, invisible in the darkness. “I don’t know if you know this, but I’ve had feelings for you for a long time, and now, I’m realizing that maybe I don’t even know you. I only know the person you let people see. So these tears are about you, but they’re also about me.”
 
Emery’s stomach dropped low, wondering what could have happened. Wondering how everything had imploded enough that the strongest, sweetest person she knew sat next to her crying, inconsolable in her sadness. “Jordan, what happened?” she pushed again, wanting to understand what was going on, although she grew more afraid with each passing second at Jordan’s indifference to her sitting next to her. That Emery seemed to be making things worse, not better, by being there.
 
A harsh laugh escaped Jordan’s lips as she finally looked toward Emery. “I talked to Rachel. Or more accurately, she talked to me. And then, it didn’t take much for me to piece two and two together. To finally figure out why sometimes you were so much fun on this trip and sometimes you seemed like an absolute mess.”
 
Emery bristled at the statement, but she couldn’t deny it’s truth. And more than that, she couldn’t deny the hurt look in Jordan’s eyes. “Look, I don’t know what she told you, but you probably gathered from your conversation that she’s not the nicest person. She likes to stick the knife in deep and turn it a few times for fun.”
 
“I’m not hurt by her. I’m hurt by you. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. If I had known the truth, I probably would have still said yes to you. Agreed to do this with you. And now, I don’t even know…” The words hung heavy between them, Emery completely at a loss on how to explain herself.
 
“How can I make this right?” 
 
Jordan sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “I don’t know if you can. The fact that you didn’t tell me hurts. The fact that there was this whole thing going on around me that I was completely oblivious to makes me feel foolish. And I know that’s stupid because I didn’t do anything wrong except trust that you were telling me the truth.”
 
“I did tell you the truth.” The words tasted acrid and stale on Emery’s tongue as she pushed them out. She didn’t even believe herself anymore.
 
“No…” Jordan’s voice grew slightly louder, but she tempered it quickly. “You gave me the spin. You found a palatable way to make it easier for both of us. But that’s not what life is. Life is the messy, complicated bits. I don’t want to be with someone who only shows me what they think I want to see. That’s not real. And more importantly, it’s not sustainable.”
 
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. It’s something I’ve been working for a long time to put behind me. And I really did want to come here and have fun. I didn’t want it hanging over us like a black cloud.” Emery bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from rambling, to give Jordan time to process her words.
 
“I don’t think you mean that,” Jordan pushed out hoarsely. “At least not on some level. You didn’t want to acknowledge the situation, and I think that a part of you wanted to make her jealous. I feel used, and I hate that. And I’m mad at myself, even though I know I shouldn’t be.” Jordan leveled a gaze at Emery that made her want to disappear. “I’m mad for even believing you.”
 
Tears prickled behind her eyes, and she wondered if there was anything she could possibly say to make this right. “I’m sorry. I don’t think that I could admit it to myself, which made acknowledging it to you even harder. God,” Emery said as she put her hand against her forehead, “you’re so calm and stable and always seem to have it together. How could I admit something like this to you?”
 
“Oh, how about, ‘Jordan, I was in love with my best friend from college who broke my heart and it fucked me up’ for starters?” Jordan turned her face back toward the ocean, and Emery wanted to crawl into a hole and die with her immaturity. She’d dragged Jordan into something that wasn’t her battle, yet she was suffering the consequences.
 
“I’m sorry,” Emery whispered into the space between them, wanting so badly to take Jordan’s hand.
 
“Yeah, Emery, I am, too,” Jordan said sadly, her voice low and throaty like she was still on the verge of tears.
 
Emery took a deep breath and worked to hold back the tears pooling behind her eyes, the faint prickle stinging at her as she wiped one away with her hand. “I’m so sorry, Jordan. Where do we go from here? How can we move forward from this?” She leaned forward but didn’t touch her, willing Jordan to understand, to tell her that everything would be okay.
 
“I don’t know that we can, Emery. I don’t think anything good can come from making a spectacle of this situation and drawing attention to ourselves, though. I’d rather spend the next two days doing what we have to do to get through it.” Jordan wiped at her eyes, too. The slight sniffle she held back made Emery’s heart break into pieces.
 
“You don’t need to. You can do whatever you want. I’ll explain anything to anyone that I need to. I don’t want you to be put in an uncomfortable position.”
 
Jordan scoffed, and the dismissive tone made Emery’s stomach churn. It was so unlike Jordan. So unlike her thoughtful, kind nature. “I think we’re a little past that. Like I said, I’d rather not draw attention to ourselves. Let’s just get through this, okay?” She finally turned and looked at Emery again, her eyes glassy and sad. 
 
Emery sighed and dropped her head down. “Whatever you want. I’m going to sleep on the pull-out sofa tonight. I don’t want to make this any worse for you than it already is. Give me a minute to grab some of the stuff out of the bedroom.” Emery stood up and walked slowly to the door before she turned around. “And for what it’s worth, Jordan, I’m so, so sorry. I’m sorry for what Rachel said to you, and I’m even sorrier that I ever put you in this position in the first place. I did the most selfish thing to the least selfish person I know.”
 
Jordan didn’t respond. Emery stared a few seconds longer as Jordan continued to ignore her. She walked back inside and willed herself not to turn around and beg for one more, completely undeserved, chance.
 
***
 
Jordan woke up feeling worse than when she’d went to bed, which she hadn’t thought possible. Nothing Emery had said last night had changed the situation. There was no magical explanation that made her heart hurt any less. That made her feel okay about the circumstances of the lies. Rachel was a real piece of work, but Jordan had been collateral damage because Emery had purposefully withheld information from her. All she’d asked was for her to be honest, and Emery hadn’t fulfilled that promise.
 
She left the villa as quietly as she could manage and took herself on a long run that made her lungs burn and her muscles ache. But she couldn’t outrun the pain. Couldn’t outrun the dull, persistent thud in her heart with each sandy step. She hated that she’d let Emery do this to her, that she felt like she was going to fall apart with sadness. They weren’t even together. They were nothing more than friends that had agreed to a horrible plan. Why did she feel like she’d lost something before it had even begun?
 
When she slid into a seat at the poolside bar, Aiden gave her a big wave and a smile. “Heya,” he said warmly. 
 
“Morning, Aiden. How are you?” She flipped a menu idly between her fingers, hoping for anything to distract herself.
 
The grin on his face widened, almost like it couldn’t be contained. “I’m good.”
 
“Looks like you’re better than good,” Jordan said with a laugh. It felt good to see someone else happy, even with her own sadness tumbling around inside of her like someone had put a sneaker in a washing machine. “What’s the smile about?”
 
he slid a glass of water toward her “A gentleman never kisses and tells.”. 
 
“Since when are you a gentlemen?” Jordan retorted with a slight snort before she drained the glass in a single gulp.
 
“If you must know, I’ve been having a nice time with your friend, Kendall.”
 
Jordan’s eyebrow rose with the surprising statement. “Is that so?”
 
Aiden looked unsure for a moment, his eyes searching across Jordan’s face. “Has she said anything about me?”
 
Jordan bit her lip to temper the witty retort that wanted to push out given her mental exhaustion and disillusionment with the world right now. “We haven’t discussed it, but she’s Emery’s friend from college, so I only met her this week. Sorry, bud,” she said with a slight, yet sympathetic, shoulder shrug.
 
Aiden smiled and poured two shots. “I guess ‘tis better to have loved and lost…” His voice trailed off, not finishing the rest of the quote.
 
“What happened to all of the practical sentiments you had when I met you?” Jordan looked down at an invisible watch on her wrist. “Oh, you know, a whole week ago?”
 
Aiden laughed as he pushed a shot toward her. “Bottoms up.”
 
“It’s like ten in the morning, Aiden.” Jordan’s fingers encircled the shot glass, although she made no move to drink it.
 
“False. It’s nine-fifty,” Aiden said with a bright smile and a laugh.
 
Jordan stared at him evenly. “I’ll take this shot with you, but you need to tell me something.”
 
“Anything.” Aiden held his palms up in mock submission. 
 
“What’s changed?” Aiden squinted, like he didn’t understand the question, although Jordan suspected he did. But she was willing to throw him a bone and clarify. “From last week’s let’s all just have fun?”
 
Aiden ran his fingers through his tousled hair. “Honestly?”
 
Jordan took a small sip of her shot as a show of good faith. “No, I want you to lie to me.”
 
“Kendall,” he said simply. There was a sincerity in his voice that made Jordan squirm, understanding exactly what he meant with his single word proclamation.
 
“Do you think it can work? And have you told her?” Jordan asked as she held her shot up to cheers.
 
Aiden clicked their glasses together before they both downed the shots in a single gulp. He wiped his mouth before speaking. “I don’t know. But I’d be willing to try and make it work. And to your other question, we talked about it briefly last night. I saw her after the wedding,” he said as a small smile tugged at his lips.
 
“Oh really?” Jordan responded, leveling a smirk in his direction.
 
“Yeah. I like her.” He stared down at the bar and began to wipe the already pristine counter. 
 
“Well, I think that’s great,” Jordan answered earnestly, truly happy for him even if her own life was a mess right now.
 
“I’m sure you and Emery will be invited to the wedding,” he said jokingly, although Jordan wondered how much of it was a joke with the sincerity in his eyes when he looked up at her again. 
 
Jordan’s smile faltered, and her heart grew heavy when she considered what an improbable scenario that was. Aiden and Kendall had a better shot at getting married than she and Emery had of making it through the next two days without her crying again. She rolled her shoulders and tried to work out the tension building at the suggestion. 
 
“Did I say something wrong?” Aiden asked as he stilled his hands against the bar and gave her his full attention.
 
Jordan waffled with her words as she tried to choose the right ones. “Life’s a bit more complicated here than I expected. Old loves. New wounds. That whole song and dance.”
 
Aiden’s lip twitched as he poured them both another shot. “We don’t have to talk about it, but I told you before, I’ve seen how she looks at you. It doesn’t make up for everything, and I don’t know what happened, but I don’t doubt that she loves you.”
 
Jordan sighed. She couldn’t even explain to him the whole thing was fake, and that they’d never even come close to saying those words to one another. “That’s a lot of don’ts for what you seem to be saying is a good thing.”
 
“Fair.” Aiden pushed the shot toward her. “So let’s change the subject. What are you up to today?”
 
A groan slipped out of Jordan’s mouth that she couldn’t temper. “We have a lunch with Emery’s college friends before the bride and groom leave on their honeymoon.” Her stomach lurched when she thought about having to play nice with Rachel at lunch, about what the woman could possibly pull out of her verbal arsenal today.
 
“That poor guy,” Aiden said with a light laugh as he lifted his glass in cheers.
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side. “Who?” she asked as she lifted her glass and clinked them together.
 
“The groom. It takes a lot to make an impact here considering how many guests we get, and that bride is definitely one for the record books.” It felt strange to talk about Rachel given she made Jordan’s blood boil, but she was curious about the woman who’d stolen Emery’s heart and stomped all over it. She wondered about her more than she probably should.
 
But Jordan wasn’t made of stone, and her curiosity got the best of her. “What do you mean?”
 
“She’s been an absolute terror. Everything was wrong, even if it was customized to her specifications. She was incensed that I was the chef for your cooking class, even though she didn’t even know the other guy. It seems like she needs to be in control, and she exercises that feeling by controlling other people.”
 
Jordan gave a half-hearted laugh and downed her shot. “Oh, I know all about that.”
 
Aiden’s eyebrows shifted upward. “Did you have a run-in with her? If you made it on the list, then she truly is a monster,” he finished with a light laugh before he downed his own shot.
 
“She and Emery used to have a thing.” No need to get into the gory details and the lies, but Jordan wanted to be at least somewhat honest. “They’ve been over for years, but apparently, she wasn’t exactly thrilled with my presence here.”
 
“Well, fuck her then,” Aiden said as he broke into laughter.
 
It was contagious, and Jordan couldn’t help until she’d done the same, until her whole body was shaking as she laughed at the absurdity of the situation. She wiped a tear from her face and righted herself on her bar stool. “God, I wish it were that simple.”
 
“It’s not?” Aiden asked as he cocked his head to the side. “She’s at her wedding, and yet she’s still trying to cause trouble with other people.”
 
“That’s what I said!” Jordan yelled emphatically as she threw her hands out at her sides and laughed again.
 
“Well, Emery’s lucky she got away from her. She dodged a bullet and traded up as far as I’m concerned.” Jordan’s heart warmed for a moment with his words, but it dropped low again when she remembered last night. When she remembered how they’d left things. When she’d discovered Emery’s lies. 
 
She couldn’t turn that feeling off as much as she wanted to, and she had to sit with the uncomfortable bubble in her chest that it caused, regardless of how much it hurt.
 
***
 
 
Waking up on a pull-out sofa in paradise was the second saddest thing Emery had ever experienced. The first was the look of betrayal in Jordan’s eyes last night, and a lump formed in her throat as she rolled over and stared at the clean white walls and pretended it was all a bad dream.
 
But it wasn’t. The hurt was real. The way her stomach rolled was real. The dry, scratchy feeling in her eyes from crying herself to sleep was real. And she couldn’t even talk to the one person she wanted to talk to about it all with, knowing she didn’t deserve Jordan’s forgiveness or sympathy.
 
“Ugh,” she moaned as she rolled over in bed and checked her text messages. Stupid technology.
 
Casey: You’re still coming to lunch right?
Bruce and I have to leave for the airport right after, and we want to see you guysssss :)
 
Emery let out another groan before she responded. I hate you because I love you so much. I’ll be there, only so I can see you before you go. 
 
That’s my girl, Casey texted back immediately.
 
Emery threw her phone on the bed and her body down after it. She took a few deep breaths, wondering if she’d see Jordan for lunch but being too much of a chicken to text her and ask. She didn’t deserve Jordan’s support. And she didn’t deserve her help.
 
She allowed herself a few more minutes to wallow before she dragged herself out of bed and into the shower. Sadly, there were some things she couldn’t wash away, her shame included.
 
There was nothing as she got ready that could distract her from her sadness. Everything in the room reminded her of Jordan, and she could barely stomach walking past the bed they’d shared until last night. 
 
Emery threw on a romper and haphazardly dried her hair. She felt like shit, so she might as well look like shit, too. No sense in fooling anyone that things were going well in her life. She didn’t even care about a likely jab from Rachel about her appearance. She’d play nice for the sake of their friends and Trevor, but she hoped they wouldn’t have to speak, already feeling the bile mounting in her throat at the idea.
 
She grabbed a coffee from one of the kiosks in the hotel lobby before she headed to the room reserved for lunch with so much resistance, she felt like she was trudging through cement. Once inside, she slipped into a seat next to Casey and Bruce, although none of their other friends had arrived yet.
 
“Shit,” Casey said before she covered her mouth quickly. “Sorry. That was insensitive.” She put her hand on top of Emery’s and gave it a gentle squeeze.
 
Emery laughed hoarsely. “It’s fine. I know I look like shit.” She focused her attention on a spoon on the table and stared at her disfigured reflection in the curved shape.
 
Casey shook her head back and forth and squeezed Emery’s hand again to get her attention. “No, you don’t look bad. You look sad. Are you okay? Where’s Jordan?” Casey’s eyes were full of concern as they shifted behind Emery and toward the door before shifting to focus on her again.
 
“I’m not sure if she’s joining for lunch. She wasn’t feeling well last night.” Emery tried to plaster on a fake smile, but she knew it faltered.
 
“Okay…” Casey scrunched her nose up but didn’t push the subject.
 
Emery spent the next hour working to focus on the small plate of food she’d grabbed from the buffet station, but she couldn’t stop her eyes from darting to the doorway every time someone entered or left, hoping beyond hope it was Jordan. Not because she deserved for Jordan to be there, but because she missed her. Because she wanted to know that she was okay. Because she’d give anything to be close to her again, even if it wasn’t fair.
 
Casey’s eyes shifted toward the door. “Well look what the cat dragged in.”
 
Emery did the same, and her breath caught in her throat as Jordan entered the room. Although, she wondered if it was even real given she’d been having this exact fantasy since she’d sat down. This one might be real though, since it didn’t quite match the story that had been playing in her head.
 
In this one, Jordan and Kendall strolled into the lunch arm-in-arm, and Jordan wore a gorgeous floral print romper that Emery had never seen before. Jealousy bubbled in her throat, and she had to temper the crazy thoughts considering that she wasn’t even with Jordan and Kendall wasn’t even gay. But seeing Jordan’s arm interlaced with anyone else caused her heart to skip erratically. She pushed her fingertips into the linen table cloth and worked to remain calm and follow Jordan’s lead, whatever that may be.
 
“Sorry we’re late. We ended up down at the pool bar with Aiden and the day got away from us,” Kendall said with a broad smile as she sat down.
 
Emery tried not to fidget in her chair. Tried not to stand up and run to Jordan and throw her arms around her. “Hey guys.” She managed a small wave that was woefully inadequate given the feelings that coursed through her body.
 
Jordan stepped behind her and placed a light, soft kiss on top of her head, and she wanted to cry and melt and pretend they could stay like this forever. “Hey babe,” Jordan responded softly, and it killed Emery that it was all for show.
 
Emery couldn’t stop as her hand wound around and found Jordan’s at her side and gave it a gentle squeeze. She couldn’t see her, or she would have tried to convey how happy she was that Jordan had come.
 
Rachel had stayed away from the table during lunch, and she didn’t know if she found that rude or respectful. There was pretty much nothing Rachel could do right now that she would find appropriate. But like she’d been waiting for her moment, Emery watched Rachel run her hand down Trevor’s arm and gesture toward their group of friends.
 
Deep breaths. Deep breaths, she reminded herself as she squeezed Jordan’s hand again. Jordan squeezed back and dropped her hand as she moved to sit next to Emery. She couldn’t stop herself as she leaned in close to Jordan. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” Jordan said with a light shrug, her voice so low that Emery had to strain to hear.
 
Emery cocked her head to the side as she absorbed the words, sadness flooding through her body. “Does that make me your enemy?”
 
“It means we’ve got bigger fish to fry right now, and I wasn’t going to let Rachel bully me. Or you.” Jordan stared across the room, her focus on Rachel as she walked toward the table.
 
“So glad everyone could make it,” Rachel said with a flowery wave as she arrived at the table. “Sorry we haven’t stopped over until now. Just saying goodbye to some family before we leave on our fabulous honeymoon.” 
 
Kendall let out a hoarse laugh. The drink she held in her hand probably wasn’t the first one she’d had today. “Where are you going?” Kendall asked as she stared at Rachel intently.
 
“Popping around Europe. It’s so pretty this time of year. The big hits. The hidden gems.” Rachel turned her stare from Kendall to Jordan for absolutely no reason other than because she was an asshole. “Have you been, Jordan? I can’t believe you and Emery wouldn’t have gone. She always talked about it. A trip to Europe with the one she loves...”
 
Emery felt bile rising in her throat again. She stared at Rachel and saw a person she didn’t recognize. A person she couldn’t believe she’d ever though she’d loved. She could feel Jordan moving to speak next to her, and she put her hand on her arm. “Let me?” she whispered to Jordan. 
 
“Yeah,” Jordan acquiesced and leaned back in her chair as she leveled a stare at Rachel.
 
Emery stood up quickly as Rachel took a small step back. “Rachel, we can do this here, or we can do this in private. Your choice.”
 
Rachel’s eyes were intense, but Emery could see her biting the inside of her lip, could see how her fingers fidgeted against her sundress. “Here is fine.” Rachel stood up a little straighter,  effectively doubling down.
 
“Great,” Emery said as she flashed the whites of her teeth. “You’re not a nice person. You’ve never been a nice person, and I’m embarrassed it took me so long to see that. I can’t believe how you talk to people, and it’s clear the confidence you get is from cutting other people down to make yourself feel better.” Emery turned her head and looked at Jordan. “Did I miss anything?”
 
Jordan suppressed a laugh and held her hand over her mouth. “Nope. I think that about covers it.”
 
Emery beamed a smile back at Jordan that she couldn’t contain or temper. “Awesome,” she said before turning her attention back to Rachel. “We’re leaving, and if I’m lucky, I’ll never have to see you again. Anyone else, feel free to hit me up before you leave.” Rachel looked like she was about to spout steam from her ears, but Emery turned away from her. “Jordan, I don’t want to wait for that date we talked about until we got back. Is now a good time for you?”
 
Emery knew things weren’t even close to being forgiven, but she had to start somewhere. Had to stop being afraid of living her life and getting hurt.
 
“Sure.” A small smile bloomed across Jordan’s lips. She didn’t know if her agreement was real or part of their fake relationship, but Emery took her hand anyway and led Jordan out of the room.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Chapter Sixteen
 
Emery put the Jeep in park as they pulled off to the side of the road. “Where are we?” Jordan asked as she stared around. It wasn’t where they’d come a few days ago, and she hadn’t seen it on any map the hotel had provided.
 
“I just…” Emery’s voice stalled as she wrapped her hand around her phone. “Can I say something first? I know I don’t deserve it, which is why I’m asking before I start rambling.”
 
As Jordan turned her attention to Emery, she was caught in bright, blue eyes that made her heart flutter, frustrated at herself with her body’s response. “Sure, Emery.” She didn’t want to fight, and she didn’t want to be angry. It was exhausting, and she knew they were already both exhausted from their run-in with Rachel.
 
Jordan hadn’t been able to stop her smirk when Emery had finally told her off. When she’d put Rachel in her place for being a narcissistic bully. It didn’t make up for what happened between them, but she was glad Emery had found a bit of peace in spite of it all.
 
“You’re the best person I’ve ever met.” Emery stilled as her cheeks blushed. “Maybe the best person in the world. Unsure. Haven’t met them all, but pretty sure you’d at least rank top five.” Jordan laughed but didn’t speak, wondering what was going on in Emery’s head. “Honestly, I was extremely intimidated by you when we first met. You’re smart and pretty and kind. You’re everything, Jordan.”
 
Jordan’s lips twitched, and she took a deep breath as she processed Emery’s words. “I appreciate that, Em. But last night sucked for me. To find out about Rachel like that. To feel completely thrown off balance. To have been lied to by you.”
 
“I know. That’s why I’m trying to start making up for it by telling you all my secrets. By putting it all out there in the hopes we can start fresh.” Emery shifted back in forth in her seat, but her eyes never left Jordan’s. “We can’t go back, and I don’t want to. I know I’m a workaholic who wasn’t honest, but it’s because I was hiding. From you. From myself. From my emotions.” Emery stilled and bit her lip. “But I don’t want to hide anymore. I’ve seen the other side of it. I was serious, Jordan. I want to be with you, and I’m willing to do whatever we have to so that we can make it work.”
 
“I-” Jordan’s voice got stuck in her throat, unsure if they could move forward. Could it be that simple? She could see the pain in Emery’s eyes, could see that she was working through something that had started long before Jordan had come into her life. “What happens when we get back to Austin and you’re working all the time? What happens when you get scared again and shut me out?”
 
“I won’t do that.” Emery’s voice was resolute, so sincere that Jordan wanted to fall into her arms and believe her.
 
Jordan shook her head back and forth slowly. “You can’t know that. No one can know that.”
 
“I feel like you’re trying to tell me that we’re just like everyone else, but I can’t believe that’s true.” 
 
“What do you mean?” Jordan shifted slightly closer, working to understand Emery’s words.
 
“This thing,” Emery said as she pointed at her chest. “This thing that I feel for you. It’s impossible that everyone else feels it, too. No one would ever function. Jobs would be lost. Days would be spent in bed. Life would grind to a screeching halt. I can’t even believe it’s possible to feel this much. To want to be with another person so much. I’ve never felt this way before. And I know that’s not fair to put on you given what’s happened, but that’s my biggest secret. That I think I’ve always been a little bit in love with you. Even before I realized it. Even before I acknowledged it.”
 
Tears began to prickle behind Jordan’s eyes with the weight of Emery’s words. “Em.”
 
“When you finally walked into lunch, it was like time stopped. Like everything became so stupidly clear I wanted to stop everything and tell you right then and there. To get on my knees to beg for forgiveness.”
 
A light laugh escaped Jordan’s lips. “Well, you could have, but it may have been a little awkward.”
 
Emery stared at her intently. “I didn’t think you’d appreciate it, or I absolutely would have fallen at your feet. I wanted this moment to be about us. No one else. I don’t care about anyone else. I don’t want anyone else. I only want you.”
 
Jordan didn’t know what to say. Didn’t understand how to feel. Emery had said everything she’d ever wanted to hear, and she stared at Jordan with eyes so deep she wanted to get lost in them forever. “You never told me what we’re doing here…” was what came out as the thoughts tumbled around in Jordan’s head, as she worked to process the weight of the conversation.
 
“It’s our last island activity,” Emery answered shyly as she glanced toward the small opening of trees. “Do you want to check it out?”
 
Jordan let Emery lead her through a small, narrow path cut through the trees. They’d put on bathing suits before leaving, but had gotten ready mostly separately. Emery hadn’t pushed any conversation before they’d left the villa. Jordan had been confused at the time, but she now understood that Emery had wanted to surprise her, still unsure where they were headed.
 
The path opened in front of them to a rocky shoreline that ended in a cliff about fifteen feet above clear, blue water. The same color as Emery’s eyes. A color she’d never be able to stop seeing for as long as she lived.
 
“Em...” Jordan stopped a few feet from the edge and looked out toward the water. “What are we doing?”
 
Emery looked over and squeezed her hand before dropping it. “We’re going cliff diving. I want to keep my promises to you, starting with this one.”
 
A smile tugged at Jordan’s lips. “You hate heights.”
 
“But I love you.” Emery caught her gaze, a bubble filling Jordan’s chest that threatened to burst out of her. “So, I’d say it evens out.”
 
“We don’t have to do this.” She stared at Emery intently, her heartbeat thudding erratically through her body.
 
“I want to,” Emery said with a casual shrug. “I want to do everything with you. Even things that scare me. I want to experience life with you, Jordan. It’s as simple as that.” Emery was already shrugging off her clothes in a pile at her feet, and she stretched her long body in the sun as she waited for Jordan’s answer.
 
Jordan’s eyebrow quirked up as a small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Are you sure?”
 
“Yes,” Emery said resolutely. “And I already researched it. It’s perfectly safe, and people come here all the time.”
 
A loud laugh escaped Jordan’s body that immediately got lost in the sound of the waves, and she couldn’t stop herself as she squinted slightly and smiled at Emery’s practicality. “Maybe planning isn’t always bad. This probably isn’t one of those things you should wing.”
 
Emery stepped toward her, and the pounding in Jordan’s chest intensified, their closeness magnifying all of her emotions. “And sometimes, it’s good to take things one day at a time,” Emery said, running her hands down Jordan’s arm. “Is this okay?” Emery stared down at their connected bodies.
 
“I feel like you’re using my own life mantras against me right now.” Jordan lifted her hand to Emery’s waist, unable to stop herself even if she’d wanted to. Which she absolutely didn’t in spite of her best judgment. Her fingers pushed into soft, warm skin, an awareness wrapping itself around her body that was more comfortable than the Egyptian sheets they’d slept in together all week.
 
“I’m acknowledging that two competing ideas don’t need to be mutually exclusive,” Emery said with a light laugh as she continued to draw patterns on Jordan’s skin with her dexterous fingers.
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side and bit down on her lip. Her eyebrow shifted upward, unable to hold her words back. “This sounds an awful lot like spin again, Emery…”
 
Emery shifted her head back and forth emphatically in disagreement before she slid both of her hands around Jordan’s waist and pulled her close. “Nope. It’s good spin. And it’s brought us this far, so maybe we should have a little faith in it?”
 
Jordan’s laugher caused their bodies to bump gently against one another, acutely aware of Emery pressed close to her. Of all the places their skin connected. “Yes,” Jordan breathed into the small space between their lips. 
 
She didn’t know if Emery understood it, but the simple word was so much more than an agreement to jump off a cliff with her. It was all the words that Jordan couldn’t say. All the words of agreement to Emery’s proclamations that caused her heart to beat so quickly she couldn’t push them out between them with the force of it.
 
“Great,” Emery said with a broad smile as her eyes dropped down to linger on Jordan’s chest. “I need you to take your clothes off now.”
 
Jordan stripped down to her bikini faster than she’d thought possible, and Emery’s hand found her own again as soon as she’d completed her task. “You ready?” Jordan asked as she gave Emery’s hand a gentle squeeze.
 
“With you, I’m ready for anything.” Emery’s voice was so sweet and sincere that it cracked Jordan open inside.
 
They walked hand-in-hand together to the edge of the cliff and stared down at the calm pool below, a beautiful little inlet that was so smooth and still they could see to the bottom.
 
“On the count of three.” Jordan tightened her hold around Emery’s hand. She couldn’t imagine anything more metaphorically intense than jumping off a cliff together, and she bounced back and forth on the balls of her feet with excitement.
 
“Go for it,” Emery said, although Jordan could feel Emery’s hand tighten around her own.
 
“One...” Jordan gave Emery another look to convey that it was okay if she didn’t want to do this. If she was too scared. But Emery only smiled and squeezed her hand again. “Two,” she continued, running her fingers against Emery’s palm to get her attention as Emery stared down at the clear water. “Just so you know,” Jordan said, interrupting the count and staring at Emery deeply.
 
“What?” Emery took a deep breath as Jordan’s words held them on the cliff for a few extra seconds.
 
“I’ve always been a little bit in love with you, too.” Emery’s eyes went wide and a smile bloomed wild across her face that she couldn’t contain in spite of her fear of the jump. “Three.” 
 
She squeezed Emery’s hand one more time as they both stepped off the cliff and dropped into the bright blue water below.
 
***
 
 
Two months later
 
“What do you want to do today?” Emery asked as she ran her hand up and down Jordan’s naked arm, very importantly attached to her naked body.
 
Jordan let out a sweet laugh and rolled over on her side to face Emery. “You don’t have our day planned out?” she said as she stuck out her tongue.
 
Emery let out a sound of displeasure, but she scooted her body closer to Jordan’s and continued running her hands along all the exposed skin within reach. “That’s not fair. How can I do better if you don’t acknowledge my amazing progress?”
 
“Exponential learning curve, I believe you said,” Jordan teased before she dipped her head and placed a kiss on Emery’s collarbone.
 
“Oh my god. Aren’t I allowed to be proud of myself?” Emery laughed and lifted her arm to run through Jordan’s hair, now almost back to what Emery thought was probably her natural color. It was a mahogany shade with lighter blonde streaks that hadn’t faded since they’d returned from Hawaii. “Did I mention I like the new hair?” She snaked her hand around Jordan’s neck and pushed in gently with her fingertips. Jordan melted into the touch and purred softly, Emery encouraged to continue.
 
“That feels so good,” Jordan said dreamily as her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
Emery still couldn’t believe that she got to wake up with Jordan every morning. That she got to make love to her and watch movies with her and eat dinner with her and do literally anything and everything with her. She’d only grown more attached since they’d returned, and they’d settled into a rhythm that was surprisingly easy given the difficulty they’d had getting their relationship off the ground.
 
But no more. Jordan was the surest thing in Emery’s life, and she’d do everything to protect it. To protect her.
 
“Guess what Kendall told me?” Emery continued to rub the nape of Jordan’s neck, loving the flutter it sent through her own body and Jordan’s welcoming response.
 
It took a few seconds, but Jordan’s eyes fluttered open, and she stared at Emery with an intense look that made Emery’s heart thrum wildly. That made her feel like time had stilled and there was nothing but the two of them in the world together. “You can tell me as long as you keep rubbing my neck.” Jordan’s words were soft as she leaned her head back again.
 
“Aren’t you demanding?” Emery teased, although she continued kneading into the skin. She thought maybe she got as much, if not more, out of the act than Jordan did. “Aiden’s already been to Los Angeles three times to visit her.”
 
Jordan’s eyes popped open again. “That’s great. Aww, babe. I’m so happy for them.” Jordan rolled toward Emery and on top of her, so fast that Emery hadn’t even processed the action before she was pinned underneath Jordan’s body.
 
“Wow,” Emery said as the air whooshed out of her for a second. “If I’d have known you’d be this excited, I wouldn’t have waited twelve whole hours to tell you.”
 
Jordan pushed her tongue against the back of her teeth and stared down at Emery for a few beats before speaking. “I thought we weren’t going to keep secrets anymore,” she said seriously, although her eyes were light.
 
Emery brushed her fingertips down Jordan’s exposed ribcage, the skin soft and warm. They switched so effortlessly between emotions together, Emery still surprised at the ease with which they resolved things once they’d finally given in to one another. All she could do was stare at Jordan with an adoration that worked to push itself from her body, to make Jordan understand how happy she made her.
 
“Never,” Emery answered seriously, the moment blossoming into something different. Something that, if possible, made her heart beat even faster.
 
Jordan’s hand came up to rest on Emery’s, and she interlaced their fingers. Jordan lifted their hands up toward her mouth, her eyes bright, her bottom lip pulled gently between her teeth. “I know,” Jordan answered simply as she kissed Emery’s knuckles. 
 
Everything, at least for her, had been building toward an inevitable conclusion. Far beyond her control, the wheels of fate already in motion from the moment Jordan had walked into her life.
 
“I love you.” Emery stared up toward Jordan hungrily as she worked to take everything in, her lips curling into a smile before she spoke again. “Do you know how insanely happy you make me?”
 
“I love you, too.” Jordan’s tone made Emery’s stomach drop low as a warmth worked across her skin. She’d never tire of hearing her say those words. “And I’m so proud of you.”
 
Emery’s eyebrow quirked upward as she tried to focus on Jordan’s words. A difficult task as Jordan’s fingers ran lazy circles across her abdomen that made her center tighten. “Proud of me?” she asked, slightly breathless as Jordan’s hand flitted across the band of her underwear.
 
“For your new job, babe.” Jordan slid her finger harder across Emery’s stomach.
 
Emery rolled her eyes and worked to temper her excited smile. She tried to roll out of Jordan’s grasp, but her thighs held Emery’s torso in place. “It’s only been a week.”
 
“But I can see how happy it’s already making you. Who knew deep down you were a big softie who wanted to do social good?” Jordan asked with a smirk as she shifted her hand up to Emery’s face and cupped her jawline.
 
“Let’s not get carried away. It’s not like I’m Mother Teresa or anything…” Emery pushed the words out between shallow breaths, acutely aware of where their bodies connected, loving the friction and the feeling of Jordan on top of her.
 
Emery had spent far too long living life based on meaningless standards, and she had no regrets about leaving her job. They’d tried to get her to stay, but the moment she’d returned from Hawaii, her work felt hollow and empty—shallow in a way she couldn’t stand. With her experience and her willingness to take a pay cut, she’d landed a new job at a non-profit quickly, her focus now on fundraising for them. Her years of validating other people’s poor decisions were behind her—in both her personal and professional lives.
 
She wanted to do better—to be better. And that all started with her actions and integrity. 
 
Jordan had stopped by the day before to take her to a celebratory end-of-first-week lunch, and she’d excitedly introduced her girlfriend to her new co-workers, something she’d never imagined doing before.
 
***
 
“Learn to take a compliment, Em.” Jordan tickled down Emery’s ribcage softly, her fingers pushing into warm skin as she lost her focus on the conversation.
 
Emery’s voice and body and eyes and heart were soft in a way that made Jordan want to melt into her, unable to keep her hands to herself for longer than a few minutes whenever they were close. Emery’s willingness to change and grow had spurred something within Jordan, and since they’d returned from the trip, she was invigorated to get her own life on track.
 
Her years of being carefree had only solidified her unwillingness to take action in her own life, and that wasn’t who she wanted to be anymore. Flexibility was a good thing, but not at the cost of setting goals and going after what she wanted. She’d waited far too long to tell Emery how she’d felt. And she’d spent too long letting life pass her by for fear of rejection again.
 
“You’re one to talk.” Emery’s words jarred her back to the present, to the body nestled beneath her own.
 
Jordan cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”
 
“How many jewelry pop-ups do you have scheduled for this week?”
 
Jordan smiled sheepishly. “Six.”
 
Austin had no shortage of local markets and spaces for independent vendors, and their return from Hawaii had given her new inspiration that she’d felt in the past but had never capitalized on. She loved making jewelry, and she loved engaging with people. She still freelanced and did her own art, but there was something exciting about the possibility of running her own business she hadn’t expected, of the ability to carve out her own destiny—even with the chance it could be a failure. 
 
But that didn’t scare her anymore. The idea of not trying scared her. She’d spent the first month they’d returned home formulating a business plan with Emery’s help and had started to design some bright pieces with smooth stones that reminded her of their time in Hawaii. She loved the challenge, and more importantly, she loved being reminded of the adventure and what had come out of it.
 
Every time she stared at the pieces adorning almost all the free surfaces in her apartment, she felt something—reminded of how long she’d gone without truly feeling anything.
 
Emery ran her hand across Jordan’s collarbone as her gaze followed the movement. “At this point, your apartment has pretty much become your office. What a nice commute you have.”
 
“Is this your way of telling me I spent too much time in your apartment?” Jordan looked around Emery’s bedroom, strewn with both of their clothes.
 
“No, this is my way of telling you that you can spend as much time here as you want.”
 
Jordan let out a light laugh. “U-haul much, Em?”
 
Emery quirked a brow. “What does that mean? Is this a gay thing?”
 
Jordan laughed again, harder this time, her body pushing into Emery beneath her. “Yes, Em. It’s a gay thing.”
 
“I thought we didn’t talk about gay things.” Emery smirked, entirely too pleased with herself.
 
Jordan’s stomach tensed when she thought about just how many gay things they did together, but she worked to stay focused on the conversation. “Well, we sure do a lot of them, so it was bound to come up sooner or later.”
 
Emery furrowed her brow and let out a huff. “It’s practical. You’ve been in your apartment forever, so I doubt you’d find any work studio right now for cheaper.”
 
“Aww, my little pragmatic baby.” Jordan smiled as she fanned her hands across Emery’s torso and made lazy patterns, although her heart thrummed wildly in her chest at the possibility. And more importantly, that Emery had suggested it first.
 
Emery squirmed underneath her and leveled another smirk in Jordan’s direction. “All of my other plans have worked out extremely well if I do say so myself.”
 
“Oh my god. You’re so freaking pleased with yourself. That trip could have been a catastrophic failure. We could have been a catastrophic failure.” Jordan grew still for a moment with the unexpected seriousness of her words.
 
Emery responded immediately. “But it wasn’t. I’ve always trusted you. Before we were anything else, we were friends. A friend who I thought was insanely hot and intimidated by, but a friend nonetheless.” A slight blush fanned across Emery’s cheeks with her admission.
 
Jordan stared down at Emery, her heart full in a way she’d never thought possible. “That sure is some good spin you’re putting on the situation in retrospect.”
 
“But that doesn’t mean it’s not true,” Emery said quickly as a broad smile flashed across her face. She pulled Jordan down on top of her with surprising strength, but Jordan was powerless to stop herself anyway.
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