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Synopsis	
	
 
Lily Connor has focused all her energy into becoming a successful wedding planner, and after five years, she’s on the precipice of taking on more responsibility at Southerland Wedding Company. When the chance finally presents itself, it comes with a complication she couldn’t have dreamt up in her worst nightmares. With the bride and groom away for a month, Lily needs to work with the bride’s best friend, Bennett Burke, a woman she never thought she’d see again.
 
It was only for a few months, a study abroad experience that felt plucked from those same dreams turned nightmares, but Bennett is back, and Lily wants nothing to do with her. Bennett broke her heart the first time, and Lily swore she’d never let something like that happen again.
 
Working together can’t be avoided, but falling in love? Lily needs to stop that at all costs, even if it comes at the sake of her own happiness.
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CHAPTER ONE
Present Day
 
“Are you kidding me, Nora?” Bennett Burke tried to keep her voice calm, since she hadn’t yet heard Nora’s explanation for the question she’d just asked.
Her best friend, Nora Southerland, one of those Southerlands, was getting married in four months, and Bennett was the maid of honor. She took the job seriously. Not because she took weddings seriously, but because she loved Nora more than she could articulate. Her best friend since childhood was all grown up and taking the next step in her life. Even if Bennett didn’t agree with it.
“Kidding about what?” Nora pulled her shiny blonde hair around her face and mimicked an updo, focusing on herself in the mirror and pouting at her own reflection. When people met Nora, they tended to underestimate her. It was easy to do with her dyed hair and manicured nails, but Nora won them over with her kindness, charm, and wit. Every. Single. Time.
“You’re really taking a pre-wedding vacation? That’s not even real.” Bennett ran her hands through her own dark hair and sulked in her chair, knowing the blowout she’d had done earlier that day would remain perfectly intact in spite of her fidgety fingers.
Nora sighed and looked over her shoulder, giving Bennett a playful pout. “Getting married is stressful. When you get married, you can tell me all about it.”
Bennett scoffed. She had to hand it to her best friend of twenty-seven years: Nora did have a flair for the dramatic. “Do you and your future hubby really find it practical to jet off into the sunset a few months before your wedding? Not to mention your honeymoon, which is also a vacation...”
“You know what I mean.” Nora’s words were pained, and Bennett immediately understood. In circles, their circles, weddings were events women prepared for their whole lives. They had it so easy in so many ways, but marriage was still expected, no matter how far the needle of progress had moved.
“But...” Bennett searched for the right words. “You’re excited, right?”
Nora turned fully around then, her long, white gown brushing lightly against the floor. “Over the moon. I couldn’t imagine spending my life with anyone other than Antonio.”
Antonio Vargas, son of Mexican immigrants, was not the first choice for the youngest daughter of the Southerlands. Of that, Bennett could be sure. But Nora hadn’t wavered, hadn’t tried to appease anyone. Bennett admired Nora’s decisive nature, following her heart in spite of her family’s protests. She wasn’t willing to compromise on the thing she held most dear: her heart.
“Then I hate you for the position you’re putting me in,” Bennett said, “but I’m happy to help.”
Nora’s eyes softened, and she took a silent step closer on the carpeted floor of the dressing room. “We’re not going to Europe,” she whispered.
Bennett’s eyes shifted upward. “Where are you going?”
“We’re going to spend time with his family in Mexico. I knew my parents would never agree with it, so we decided to get a little creative.”
“You really shouldn’t run off to foreign countries without telling anyone.”
“I’m telling you.” Nora smirked as if she’d won a prize.
“That’s not the same. What can I do if you need help there?”
“Despite what the idiotic yuppies at the club think, there is sustainable life outside of the United States.”
Bennett took a deep breath. Nora was right, and she hated how quickly her indoctrinated prejudices had gotten the better of her, whether she agreed with them or not. Bennett knew it herself, and had lived a life far beyond the confines of New York City and its adjacent suburbs. “I know that,” she countered lamely.
“Love is unexpected,” Nora said, quick to be philosophical. “Maybe we don’t plan on it, but it’s not a bad thing when it happens. We should embrace it. What else is there?”
“Money. Power. Success. Prestige.” Bennett counted off on her fingers.
 “Are you naming Kentucky Derby horses now?”
Bennett laughed and took another sip of the champagne provided by the boutique. “You know what I mean.”
“All I know, Bennett,” Nora said, looking at her poignantly in a way Bennett hated, “is that you’re my best friend, and I want you to be happy.”
What did that even mean? She’d been steadily climbing the professional ladder for the last five years, intent on taking over the family empire. Her older brother spent way too much time using the family money to get attention. Donovan, the golden child and heir apparent, was a few wrong moves from being dethroned, and Bennett would be there to step in, like she was always meant to.
“Happiness is relative,” she countered, her voice strained with a lack of enthusiasm she couldn’t fake around Nora.
“Happiness,” Nora said loudly before she turned around to admire her dress in the mirror, “is what we make it.”
“Did you go on some yoga retreat you didn’t mention? You seem very zen for running off with Antonio a few months before getting married and lying to your parents about it.” Bennett hated the jealousy seeping into her tone, mostly because it was for a life she couldn’t begin to fathom.
“Nooooo,” Nora said. “Don’t think I’ve come around to any type of self-actualization. Just tell yourself I’m looking for the party of a lifetime and nothing more.”
Bennett lifted a brow. “Really?”
“Would it make you feel better?” Nora asked, flashing a charming smile.
Honestly, it would. Bennett’s life worked because she followed the explicit rules set by her family, but when they were thrown out the window, she had no idea what to do. No idea how to feel about evolving and growing and considering her future. 
She tucked the thoughts back into a secret compartment in her mind the same way she tucked her feet back into her heels and stood up. “All that would make me feel better is knowing that my best friend is happy. Whatever I can do to help with that, I will.” Bennett shifted from foot to foot as she grew comfortable in her shoes again. “Provided that I don’t have to explain to your parents or mine anything about this.”
Nora lunged forward and enveloped Bennett in a crushing hug. “It’s a deal.”
 
***
 
Lily Connor slipped into her boss’s immaculate office and waited patiently to be acknowledged, working hard not to fidget with her glasses or run her fingers through her wavy, chestnut hair. She shifted her attention around the room as Diane Southerland continued to flip through a wedding catalog like she was looking for something specific. 
Diane’s office, like everything about Southerland Wedding Company, was perfect. Perfectly clean. Perfectly decorated. Perfectly primed to paint the picture of future marital bliss. 
Diane conducted meetings with prospective couples in here, although they’d been so busy lately that it was rare they met with new clients unless the scheduled wedding date was at least two years out. Lily couldn’t imagine a stability that allowed for planning that far in advance. She felt her own life was just one step after another in a grueling climb that was nowhere near done.
She’d become Diane’s assistant after college graduation, although she hadn’t been looking to work in wedding planning. She’d needed the money, and Southerland Wedding Company had been willing to hire her quickly. She’d started by helping around the offices but had soon found herself jumping up an unexpected rung, tagging along to weddings to help Diane. Lily was never one to turn down extra hours of work. She became an expert at removing last-minute stains from pristine, white wedding gowns; spotting hungover wedding party members and shooing them over to the makeup artists for touch-ups; and making every final touch imaginable happen—all the while making it seem effortless.
She looked back toward the desk to find Diane staring at her, a small smile on her face. “What a difference a few years makes,” Diane said wistfully, running her fingers against the gloss of the magazine cradled between her hands.
“You were successful five years ago, and now you’re even more successful.” Lily beamed. She’d never met someone as focused and driven as Diane, and she’d worked over the last five years to emulate the same attention to detail and unwavering ability to get things done.
Diane laughed, her shoulders softening. “It always feels different when you’re on the inside. More difficult to see the needle of progress moving.”
Lily shifted uncomfortably in her sensible yet trendy heels. She smoothed her hands down her navy dress, accentuated with a fitted blazer to complete the outfit. “I guess so,” she said with the biggest smile she could manage.
“Anyway,” Diane said with a hand wave, “thanks for hopping over here. I wanted to chat about a few upcoming weddings.”
Lily slid into the seat across from Diane’s desk and crossed her feet at the ankles. “Happily.” Discussing weddings was something she could do. Not because she was a hopeless romantic, but because she’d spent the last five years learning absolutely everything she needed to know in order to plan for her clients as their big day drew closer. For most people, weddings were a high-cost, low-frequency experience, like buying a house or a new car. It was a daunting experience that was difficult to wrap one’s head around, especially since everyone went in thinking it would be the only time they did it.
That was where the practicality of a wedding planner came in. With Southerland’s elite clientele, help with planning was a foregone conclusion given the scope and importance of the events, but even for more practical weddings, they made sense if the budget was there. A person didn’t need to know which flowers worked best for the season or whether embossed or glossy invitations were best. They picked what they liked, but it was because their planner had already expertly filtered their selection down, cross-referencing pricing, style, and availability to give them the best set of options.
“I want to give you an opportunity,” Diane said.
Lily said up straighter in her chair. “I’d love that.”
Diane paused for a moment and looked out the window toward the building across the street. “I’d like you to take the lead on Nora’s wedding.”
A small balloon welled up in Lily’s stomach. The wedding was already fraught with complications due to the bride’s family’s displeasure with the choice of groom, but the bride was Diane’s niece on top of it all?
Lily cleared her throat. “Are you sure?”
Diane tapped her fingers on her desk, her features less expressive than a professional poker player. “Should I not be sure?”
“No, that’s not what I mean. I’m sorry if that came out poorly. I’d assumed since Nora is a member of your family, you’d want to be hands-on.” She bit the inside of her cheek, hoping she hadn’t offended Diane.
“I’ve been hands-on for thirty years, and this is a good opportunity for you. If you can manage this wedding, you can manage anything. I’ve already been working with Nora and Antonio for the last year, but we’re nearing the home stretch.” Diane leaned back in her chair and interlaced her hands behind her head. “I guess, in a way, you could think of me as your assistant on this one.”
Lily blushed at the absurd statement. Diane Southerland had never been subservient to anyone, especially not to her. Diane had the kind of confidence and poise that was bred, not learned, growing up with an understanding that she was part of one of the East Coast’s most influential families. It was a nice sentiment, even if it was ridiculous. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“And you can think of this as a trial run.”
Lily pushed her shaky leg into the floor to hide her body’s response. “A trial run for what?”
“More responsibility. If you can pull this off, I’ll have no doubt in your ability to handle Southerland Wedding Company.”
“Wait, what?” The balloon welling in Lily’s stomach popped, and she had to hold herself in place to not show her surprise.
“I’m retiring. I could sell the company, but it just doesn’t feel right. It’s the only thing I’ve ever done for myself, and I want it to go to someone who will treat it with the same thought and care.”
“So...” Lily struggled to find the right words. “You’re going to let me manage the company when you retire?”
“You will be one hundred percent in control as long as the Southerland-Vargas wedding goes well. Do we have a deal?” Diane asked, extending her arm across the desk.
Lily popped up from her chair with a force that almost knocked her off balance, a giddiness in her voice she couldn’t suppress. “It’s a deal,” she said, shaking Diane’s hand.
 
***
 
Bennett could think of a few more enjoyable ways to spend a Friday afternoon than meeting with a wedding planner. It wasn’t even her wedding. She already regretted agreeing to Nora’s request, but with her friend thousands of miles away and no one else the wiser, she had to buck up. Not even Nora’s aunt Diane knew about the true nature of her niece’s trip, so it was up to Bennett to keep the lie alive. This was not a hard task admittedly. Bennett’s life was an intricate web of mercurial lies these days, ones that slipped from her lips before she’d even considered them anymore.
I’m happy. I love working for my family. I didn’t stress-eat an entire chocolate cake last night.
She strolled into Southerland Wedding Company five minutes before her meeting time and gave her name to the receptionist at the front desk. The office was tastefully decorated, a front entry with a plush couch and wedding magazines strewn across almost every available surface. She sat down in one of the smaller chairs in the corner and mindlessly flipped through a book of wedding dresses.
She loved Diane, probably more than anyone in her own family, so if she had to spend the afternoon going over agonizing wedding details with anyone, at least it was her. Bennett smiled when she thought about all her memories with Diane growing up. She was the cool aunt Bennett didn’t have in her own life, and Bennett was grateful Nora had always been good about sharing her.
“Ms. Burke?” She looked up to find the receptionist staring at her, like it wasn’t the first time she’d said her name. “Ms. Connor can see you now.”
Bennett cocked her head to the side. “I thought I’d be speaking with Ms. Southerland today.” She wasn’t going to be pushed off on some goddamn assistant on top of everything else. The least she’d be getting out of this was earning brownie points with the Southerland family and spending the afternoon with Diane.
The receptionist looked down nervously at her notes. “It was Ms. Southerland’s request. She assigned this wedding specifically to Ms. Connor, so you’re in excellent hands.”
“Great. Thank you for clearing that up.” Bennett willed herself to unclench her jaw. “Where is her office?”
“Second to last door on the right.”
Bennett nodded and began walking down the short hallway adorned with evenly spaced wedding photos from happy couples. They all had little plaques with dates inscribed below them, and Bennett wondered how many of the couples were still together, or if the company removed them should they discover a divorce had happened.
When she reached the door, sans nameplate, she found it closed. A little rude, but she had to get this done. She knocked harder than intended, a slight vibration moving up her wrist and through her arm.
“Come in,” the voice in the room called with an air of authority Bennett hadn’t been expecting. She tried not to pull rank, but regardless of who the client was, it was Bennett’s opinion they should be greeted, not left to wander the halls and see themselves in.
“Hi, Nora,” the woman said without looking up as the door opened. She couldn’t even be bothered to know who was showing up today. The woman had wavy, light brown hair pulled back in a low bun, and she wore a fitted button-down tucked into bottoms accentuated with a thin, gold belt. 
Bennett cleared her throat and stared forward at the top of the woman’s head. “Hello?” she said, annoyance seeping into her tone.
As the woman behind the desk looked up, Bennett’s blood ran simultaneously hot and cold, like lava plunged into an ice bath. Small, rosy lips. High cheekbones. Deep, almond-colored eyes with gold flecks close to the pupils. Those were the things Bennett remembered just as they’d been before, although some things were different. A better fashion sense. Square, tortoise shell-colored glasses that made her eyes pop. Eyebrows expertly done. Perfectly manicured nails. All the things a person could change had been changed, but she’d recognize this woman anywhere.
“Lily,” she breathed out, working to stay standing in spite of the wobble in her legs. She couldn’t take a full breath, and the room suddenly felt too small, smaller than it had been seconds ago when she’d entered. Lily’s face was pale as light blooms of color dotted her cheeks, and Bennett was selfishly glad it wasn’t just her who had been thrown off by the sudden meeting. 
Why was the room so damn small? Bennett thought again as she looked around like a trapped animal. She wanted to be outside where she could breathe. Outside where she wasn’t standing ten feet away from Lily Connor. 
Lily hadn’t said a word yet, silence punctuating the air. It reminded Bennett of waking up in the middle of the night to see snow quietly falling outside, untouched and unblemished by the world, enveloped in a stillness that made everything feel like she was inside a perfect snow globe. But snow globes were meant to be shaken, and she felt like she was bracing for an oncoming avalanche. Bennett’s heart thumped in her chest as blood rushed through her body, and she willed her legs to not give out on her. 
After an awkward, embarrassingly long silence, Lily stood up from her chair and walked around the desk. Bennett tried not to follow the clean line of Lily’s perfectly tailored skirt, but at least now she knew what the button-down was tucked into. Sadly, it did nothing to help her agitated state.
“Bennett.” Lily’s voice was stronger than she remembered, more self-assured. She had always known Lily would find her way, and this wasn’t the girl she’d known years ago. “What brings you here today?” Goddamn if she didn’t say it like it was the most normal thing in the world. Like things hadn’t ended between them the way they did.
Bennett hated how often she thought of that day. When Lily had been a part of her life. When she’d truly thought she knew what happiness felt like.
But Bennett hadn’t thrown it all away to melt into a puddle now. She stood up straight and flashed a smile that typically earned her far more attention than she wanted, although she did it all now for the woman who stood in front of her. “I’m helping Nora with some planning while she’s on a trip.”
Lily frowned, and the slight crease appeared on her forehead that Bennett remembered well. “I apologize. I wasn’t made aware that Ms. Southerland was unavailable.”
Bennett leaned against the doorframe, caught between running and throwing herself at Lily’s feet. She settled on, “If it’s any consolation, I also wasn’t made aware the other Ms. Southerland wasn’t available.”
She followed Lily’s lips as they reverted back to neutral—not a smile by any means, but not the downturn from moments ago. “Apologies for that. I’m working on Nora’s wedding now, per Diane’s request.”
“I see...” Were they really going to pretend like they didn’t know one another? Like she didn’t know what Lily looked like when she woke up in the morning, sleepy and sated as she cuddled into Bennett’s naked body?
“Well, now that we’ve cleared that confusion up, please, have a seat.” Lily gestured toward a chair and moved behind her desk to sit down.
“Thank you.” Bennett stepped forward and eased into the chair across from Lily’s desk, crossing her ankles before folding her hands into her lap. Her heart raced. Her mind, completely out of her control, was a jumble of memories and feelings as she stared forward, waiting for Lily to speak. She waited for her to say anything to confirm this wasn’t some strange hallucination, a figment of Bennett’s imagination, given all the times she’d wished she could go back and change how things had ended if only she’d been braver.
Bennett didn’t know how this was all going to play out, but with the return of Lily Connor, the only woman she’d ever loved, she could already feel her perfectly crafted world crumbling at the edges.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
London, 2013
 
Lily took in a deep, calming breath and walked into the crisp January air. She’d done it. She’d actually done it. She was already luckier than most having grown up in New York City, but she’d never been out of the country, and if she hadn’t made the risky financial decision to study abroad in London, that likely would still be true.
She pulled her hat around her ears and stared at the black cabs as they rushed past, the ground wet with a winter rain that would never morph into snow. She’d managed to navigate the Underground successfully with her two large suitcases but had been more focused on getting to her dorm room and depositing her items safely inside than on taking in the city.
The room had been empty when she arrived, so she’d picked a side. It didn’t matter that there was barely an arm span’s worth of space between the two beds. Back in New York, she lived with her parents and commuted to school to save money as much as possible, so this was a dream come true.
Her own space, even if it meant sharing it with another person, was something she wouldn’t take for granted. Making friends in college while living at home didn’t make for the easiest experience, but for the next four months, she could live the idyllic college life. Money would be tight for fun spending, but she’d already researched the cheapest ways to get to the most places across Europe, knowing she’d likely never get the chance to see them again.
She took another deep breath, loving the slightly sharp air as it snaked down her throat. She felt alive, invigorated. This was the start of a great adventure, and she absolutely couldn’t wait.
Nothing could dull her shine as she maneuvered through the city. Not getting lost three times. Not almost getting hit by a car when she forgot they drove on the other side of the street. Not even how she fumbled lamely with the pound coins, unfamiliar to her back in the United States.
She didn’t have the money to pay for an international cell phone plan, so she’d searched for a cell phone shop that sold pay-as-you-go phones that she could add money to as needed. She’d slipped her older-model iPhone in the desk drawer in her dorm room before she’d gone out, making it the most expensive paperweight she owned.
Lily couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled up as she flipped her new phone open, the screen black and white and more pixelated than anything she’d ever seen. It didn’t matter. Besides her parents, there was no one she needed to get in contact with back home. 
She was Lily Connor, the quiet, strange girl who came to class, didn’t speak, and left immediately when the bell rang. She’d never set foot in the student union, and she hadn’t joined any clubs. She worked at a coffee shop full-time when she wasn’t in school, heading quickly to clock in after class each day, studying when there were lulls later in the evening.
“You work too hard, honey,” her mom had always told her. But what was the alternative? Be saddled with debt? Her parents couldn’t help her, and she didn’t want the fear of repaying loans looming over her for the rest of her life.
The loan she’d taken out for this trip had been the most impetuous decision she’d ever made, but she had a good feeling about it. It was hard to describe, but she got a thrill when she thought about being out in the world on her own, with no expectations or preconceived notions about who she was or how she should behave.
She could wear all black. Or she could sleep around. Or she could pass herself off as worldly and cultured, quoting her favorite authors in a way that people here may find sophisticated instead of pretentious. She resisted another laugh. That last one probably wouldn’t work, no matter where in the world she was.
A two-thousand-year-old city made New York feel new, and she only stopped craning her neck as she stared at the changing architecture from neighborhood to neighborhood when she needed to cross a street. By the time she walked back into her dorm hours later, she was tired and wet, cold down to the bone once the rain had soaked through her coat. 
Lily pushed open the door, and a girl with long, straight brown hair whipped her head around like she was in a shampoo commercial, staring at Lily with wide, suspicious eyes.
“Hi,” Lily said, slightly nervous as she stood in the doorway like it wasn’t her room too. She tried not to stare too hard at the girl’s face, at her lush, full lips complemented by a perfect nose. Not to mention her eyes, deep and expressive although she still hadn’t spoken.
Lily’s stomach fluttered, unable to tear her eyes away. This girl, presumably her roommate, or a terrible excuse for a thief, still hadn’t spoken, but she flipped her hair over her shoulder, and Lily didn’t know if she wanted to be her or be with her. The flutter turned to a dull throb as she considered the idea, something else she’d been ruminating on lately. 
Would there ever be a right time to come out? Should she just try to get a girlfriend? But how did she find a girlfriend when she was terribly shy and could barely speak if a pretty girl was around? The scene playing out right now was a perfect example, although her roommate hadn’t quite been doing her part either to lessen the awkwardness of their meeting.
Lily cleared her throat. She’d come here to live her life. To be different. To make the most of this time. She righted her posture and stepped further into the room, slipping off her coat and placing it on the back of the chair behind her twin bed. “I’m Lily. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
***
 
Bennett’s home for the next four months was the smallest room she’d ever slept in, half as small as the smallest considering she had to share it with another person. When she’d stepped inside, she’d debated using her credit card to purchase a hotel room for her semester, but she didn’t want to ruffle feathers. Her family’s money was hers to use discretionarily, but it came with strings. Strings, at the strangest, like nosy concierges reporting to her parents. How they ever got in touch with one another remained a mystery, but it had happened when she’d booked a hotel room for prom. It had happened again when she’d taken a few weekend getaways in college.
Here, she was just another student, and although skipping lines and attending invite-only parties were nice perks to have, a life of being known made the other side of the coin impossible, to live a life unencumbered by expectations. But for the next four months, she was just Bennett, a college student studying abroad, who could cultivate whatever personality she wanted.
She’d known her new roommate had already arrived judging by the two suitcases on the other bed, yet she was surprised when she heard the door open. She turned to see a girl, not quite as tall as her and with hair a similar color but a bit shorter, standing in the doorway, drenched from head to toe. Had she never heard of a cab? She could hear the same judgmental voice of her parents in her head, and she pushed it to the side.
She’d heard her introduce herself as Lily, but it was hard to focus on anything but how flecks of water clung to her eyelashes, her cheeks flushed and rosy as she stood in the doorway. The girl finally took off her coat to reveal a simple black sweater fitted to her lithe frame. The small room shrank as Lily took another step forward.
Bennett cleared her throat and turned back to unpacking so the blush fanning across her cheeks wasn’t visible. “I’m Bennett. Looks like we’ll be living together.”
She felt Lily moving behind her, not surprising given that they almost had to touch for Lily to reach her bed. “Cool.”
After picking a few items out of her suitcase, three more suitcases haphazardly strewn between her desk and the closet against the wall, she chanced turning around. She didn’t want to get off to a poor start with the person she would be living with in a room no bigger than a fishbowl and with a similar level of privacy.
“Where do you go to school?” Bennett asked, pushing a lock of hair behind her ears.
“Columbia.” It wouldn’t have been Bennett’s parents top choice for her, but they would have much preferred Columbia to where she’d fought to attend.
“Are you from New York?”
“Yeah.”
She was thrown off by Lily’s suddenly brief answers, like she didn’t want to talk to her. That didn’t happen often with Bennett. She was usually the one forced into conversations she didn’t want to have with people who wanted to monopolize her attention. Bennett felt compelled to continue, now on the other side of the situation. “I’m from New York, too, but I go to school at UCLA.”
That finally earned a small smile from Lily as she sat down with her legs crossed on her bed and quirked an eyebrow. “Enjoying your life of funnin’ and sunnin’?”
“I’m enjoying being across the country from my family,” Bennett answered honestly, a small wave of fear coursing through her that the walls had ears. The first rule in her family was that a person could make veiled, passive-aggressive comments inside the home but never to other people. It was how the illusion of propriety was maintained far beyond its shelf life.
Lily shifted up to the head of the bed and nestled her body into the corner where the headboard blended into the desk connected to the wall. It was the farthest her new roommate could be from her while still sitting on the bed. “It must be hard.”
“What?” Bennett’s stomach dropped. She hated being vulnerable. She hated feeling like she wasn’t in control.
“Whatever it is that makes you not want to be around them.”
Bennett bristled at Lily’s accurate words. “It’s not that simple.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that offensively.”
“I know you didn’t. It’s just complicated.”
“You already said that,” Lily pointed out.
“No, I didn’t,” Bennett answered. The smallest twinge of annoyance seeped into her voice, though she worked to correct it quickly.
Lily, if she’d recognized it, ignored the tone. “Yes, you did. ‘Not simple’ and ‘complicated’ are pretty synonymous.”
Bennett bit the inside of her cheek and took a few seconds before responding. “I’m sure you’re a hit in study circles.”
A small blush bloomed across Lily’s cheeks, but she didn’t back down. “When we’re spotting similarities, obviously.”
Heat coiled through Bennett as she took in Lily’s flushed face, but she worked to not respond outwardly. Her emotions were hers and hers alone, and they’d never be for anyone else to control her. At least not for the next four months. She’d spend her time here as she wanted, and her family, or anyone else who wanted to be nosy, had no part in it.
Lily cleared her throat. “But your life is your business. I met you ten minutes ago, so no pressure here to spill your life story. That’s what this whole thing is really about, right?”
“What thing?”
“Reinventing yourself. Getting to be whoever you want. How many times do you get a hard reset, going to a new place where no one knows you?”
“I’d argue you get to do it as often as you’re willing to pick up your life and leave everything behind.”
“And have you done that before?” Lily shifted on the bed and stretched to grab a bottle of water on her desk. Her sweater shifted upward to expose fair, smooth skin, and Bennett stared at Lily’s stomach for longer than she’d intended, her own mouth in need of water right about now.
Bennett laughed abruptly and shook off her uneasiness, flicking her gaze back toward her suitcase as she continued pulling clothing out. “Not even close. You?”
Lily shrugged. “Not really.”
For a reason Bennett couldn’t pinpoint, she regained some of her confidence. Maybe it was Lily’s honesty. Maybe it had been her own. She threw her clothing back on the bed and turned on her heel. “Wanna go get a drink? We’re in London, and we can do whatever we want.” Bennett didn’t intend for her voice to drop lower, slightly throaty in a way that made her skin prickle with awareness.
“I mean...”
“Come on. I won’t even tell if you introduce yourself to everyone as Evangeline or Raquel or whatever else you come up with.”
Lily shifted again and plucked at the hem of her shirt. “I really doubt I’ll talk to anyone, so no worries there.”
Bennett flashed another smile and pouted her lips. “Well then, you can at least talk to me.”
 
***
 
Thirty minutes and a change of clothing later, Lily still couldn’t get comfortable, her fingers itching against the pint glass in her hands. They sat together at a pub less than a quarter of a mile from their dorm, situated against a main thoroughfare that led to the South Kensington tube station.
Bennett seemed right at home among the high-end shops and well-dressed pedestrians that dotted the streets as they’d made the short walk, the same way she seemed right at home sitting across from Lily in the decorative wooden booth. The inside of the pub was dark, and shadows danced across Bennett’s angular face.
“How’s your beer?” Bennett asked before taking a sip of her own drink. It was some cocktail Lily had no experience with, not that she had much experience with alcohol. At twenty, her parents didn’t mind if she had a drink at home, but alcohol was expensive, and there was no  time in between work and school and work and school, a record on repeat that had defined her life.
Lily shrugged, at a loss for words to describe the taste.  “It’s fine. It’s not very cold.”
Bennett laughed and stuck out her hand, her long fingers flexing in the middle of the table. “Can I try?”
Lily pushed the drink toward her. At least she remembered how to share, even if every synapse in her body was so lit up she could barely form a coherent thought. “Sure.”
After Bennett took a quick sip, Lily watched the other girl’s tongue dart from her mouth and lick a drop from her lips. “It’s a cask ale. It’s flatter and served near room temperature. Do you not like it? We can get you something else,” Bennett said, already raising her hand to get a waiter’s attention.
Lily reached out and pulled Bennett’s hand down before she alerted anyone to their presence and, more importantly, to Lily’s uncertainty about her drink choice. “I’m not quite sure yet. It’s different, but isn’t that why I’m here?” She hated the words that came out and worked to correct them quickly, or at least the opinion Bennett would have of her because of them. “Anyway, alcohol’s expensive, so I’m going to drink it no matter what.”
Bennett’s long fingers ran along the edges of her glass like she was reading Braille. “You’d drink something you don’t like because you already bought it?”
“Yes...” Was this a trick question? A smile etched across Bennett’s face at the answer, and Lily tried to suppress the butterflies in her stomach at the thought that it was directed at her. 
“Lily from Columbia might, but I don’t know that Evangeline would,” Bennett said, almost like a dare.
“I don’t know,” Lily said, surprised at her willingness to play along. “Evangeline is still practical.”
“Well, for the sake of argument, what if a practical stranger in a bar bought Evangeline a drink? Would that be okay?” 
Lily’s heart skipped a beat, almost unable to meet Bennett’s intense stare. “I guess that would be okay,” Lily said quietly, working to dull the erratic thud in her chest, wishing she didn’t notice Bennett’s still slightly wet lips or how her fingers continued to push deftly into the glass she held.
She’d barely come out to herself, and the person she was sharing a shoebox with for the forseeable future wasn’t high on the list of next additions to the Knows Lily’s a Big Ol’ Lesbian Club.
Bennett seemed to like that answer, though, and she nodded vigorously, her lips drawn into a wide smile. “Then it’s settled. What do you want?”
The menu on the table didn’t provide much help, an entire side covered with ales, ciders, cocktails, and wine. Lily let out a deep breath. Bennett seemed so worldly, so composed and in control of what she did at any moment. The fact that they were sitting here together having this conversation was already something Lily struggled to wrap her mind around, let alone that she was the focus of it right now.  “Honestly, I’m not sure. What do you recommend?”
“What do you like?” Bennett asked, her voice slightly lower than it had been moments ago, the timbre sending a ripple through Lily’s body. 
She knew girls like Bennett at Columbia. Girls with confidence and poise and beauty. Girls who knew exactly the right thing to say to have someone eating out of the palm of their hand. But those girls tended to marry rich or sleep with their professors, at least in Lily’s experience. Bennett had been nothing but kind to her so far, so she pushed the worry back down. This wasn’t a date. It was a chance to make friends with her new roommate. Anything beyond that was an unnecessary complication.
“Probably wine. Not too sweet. I work at a coffee shop, and I’m blown away by how many pumps of sugar people want in their drinks. I made myself one once to try it and thought I was going to go into sugar shock,” she said, laughing awkwardly at the way she’d pushed the words out faster than she’d expected. It was the most she’d said to a stranger in a long time.
“How about a sparkling rosé?” Bennett asked, scanning the menu. Lily was thankful she couldn’t see the splotches of red she was sure had bloomed across her cheeks. “It will be slightly sweet but more dry.”
“You’re playing a dangerous game.”
Bennett looked up then. There was something in her eyes Lily couldn’t quite place, although she recognized it. “What do you mean?”
Lily blushed again. “Sending me down the path of liking good alcohol. You seem to know a lot about it.”
“You’d drink at functions with my family too.” Bennett closed her mouth quickly and looked back down at the menu, like she hadn’t meant to say the words out loud.
Lily wanted to say something flirty, like how a drink wouldn’t help Bennett get into her pants, but it was so laughably absurd she had to push down the bubble rising in her chest when she even considered the idea. “Well, whatever the reason, I’m happy to have your experience on my side now.”
“Great. Let’s get you a new drink then,” Bennett said, smiling warmly as she lifted her hand slightly to get the attention of a waiter.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
Present Day
 
“I saw her.” Lily sat across from Sasha, her best friend of six years, and tried not to combust in her freshly dry-cleaned outfit.
Sasha took a sip of her drink. “Who?”
“Her.” God, why was Sasha trying so hard to make her say it? Or she legitimately had no idea what Lily was talking about. Sasha needed to learn to keep up, Lily thought, because her own mind had been running nonstop since she’d stepped out of her office an hour ago.
She’d assumed Bennett had stayed in Los Angeles after college and become something vapid that perfectly fit her personality, like an actor who got paid to be someone else. That was all the mental energy she’d allowed herself to give to the other woman, pushing her out of her thoughts quickly when she’d popped up, which happened thankfully less frequently with the passage of time.
She hadn’t been expecting to look up from planning the biggest wedding of her young career and see Bennet Fucking Burke in her doorway, like she hadn’t last seen her thousands of miles away from New York City.
“You have a lot of girlfriends. You’re going to need to clarify,” Sasha joked, elbowing Lily gently to get her attention.
Lily scowled. “I go on dates. They are not girlfriends.”
“Ahhh,” Sasha said with a smile. “Is that what it’s called these days?”
“Shut up. This is serious.” Lily’s voice was pained, frustrated Sasha wasn’t grasping the situation. “I got a promotion at work.”
“That’s fantastic!”
“It was fantastic for about three whole hours.”
“Wait, what happened?” Sasha put her hand on Lily’s forearm. “Oh my god. Is she the bride? Tell me she’s not the bride.”
“She’s not the bride. She’s the bride’s best friend and is helping her with the wedding.”
“Small world.”
“Small world?” Lily spat back. “That’s all you have to say?”
Sasha raised an eyebrow and took a slow, relaxed sip of her drink, drawing the moment out. “I just haven’t seen you this agitated in a long time. I’m trying not to fuel the fire.”
Lily shook her head back and forth so hard she felt her brain jostle inside her skull. “No. I need sympathy. I need camaraderie. I need you to help me plan my escape.”
“What can I do?”
“Can you pretend to be me for the next four months and plan this wedding?” Lily said, absolutely serious.
Sasha laughed and looked down at herself. “I don’t think they’d buy that.” Lily humphed at Sasha’s logic. They were opposites in many ways when it came to looks, and Lily hated the practicality of the statement. Sasha was statuesque, her blonde hair pin straight and brushing the edges of her shoulders.
Lily felt dull and drab when they’d become friends senior year of college, but like a particular someone who hadn’t seemed to mind those things either, Sasha had stuck around, although the nature of their relationship had never veered from platonic. 
“I’m trying to figure out a way to make this work.”
“You haven’t exactly explained what’s going on. Can you please bring me up to speed before you have a meltdown?” Sasha made eye contact with the bartender. “Can we get another round, please?”
“It’s Bennett. She’s back.”
“Like the Bennett? Bennett the Menace? The Bennett we swore we’d never speak of even in our darkest hours?” Sasha smiled like she was imploring Lily to realize how crazy she sounded.
Lily rolled her eyes, although she couldn’t resist laughing. “You’re making fun of me.”
“Look, I know I wasn’t there, but I remember what you told me. I know she fucked you up good. I’m sorry you were blindsided by that today,” Sasha said genuinely.
“I just...” Lily struggled to find the right words. “I wasn’t expecting it. I wasn’t expecting her.”
“How did you feel?”
“Like I was going to hurl all over my outfit.”
“Did you guys talk about anything? Clear the air on how you left things?”
Lily shook her head. “Absolutely not.”
“Why?”
Elizabeth Barrett Browning had nothing on her. She could count the ways. Lily held up her hand. “She’s technically a client.” One finger down. “This is my chance to prove myself to Diane.” Another finger. “I absolutely will not fuck this up by taking a walk down memory lane and pissing off a member of the bridal party, ruining my chance at a bright future in the process.” A third finger, but she hoped her point had been made even from the first.
“Why was she even there? Is that normal?” Finally, Sasha was asking the right questions.
Lily scoffed and took a sip of the new drink that had been placed in front of her. “Oh, get this. The bride and groom took a pre-wedding vacation. Who even does that?” She took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “Apparently, Bennett is helping with things in the bride’s absence. What a team player she’s become.”
Sasha deftly ignored the last part. “Can’t they just wait until they get back?”
“Probably not,” Lily said, running her hands through her tousled hair that had only grown more wild as the day wore on. She pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. “It’s a society wedding.”
“How did you manage to have a meeting with her and pretend you didn’t want to rip her head off?” Sasha smiled wolfishly. “Or her clothes.”
Lily laughed again, some of the tension finally leaving her shoulders. “The latter will not be a problem. I just thought about the last time we ever communicated, and I pretended the woman sitting across my desk was a different person altogether. I am going to treat her just like any other person I have been tasked to work for and have never met before.”
Sasha shook her head back and forth slowly. “But she’s not any other person. Do you think you’ll be able to keep this up?”
“It’s only a month. After she left today, I spent the next two hours making calls and organizing my schedule to limit absolutely everything we need to do together. This will be the most perfectly planned wedding in the history of wedding planning.”
“All so you can avoid the girl who broke your heart?” Sasha challenged. “That seems a little dramatic.”
“No, Bennett Burke is the dramatic one, treating people like playthings to discard at a whim. The first time, I was young and blindsided by love.” Lily downed the remainder of her new drink and slammed the glass on the bar. “I won’t make the same mistake twice.”
 
***
 
Bennett scanned the racks of clothing in her walk-in closet and surveyed the options. What outfit conveyed I want you to want me but not too much because we can never be together?
She settled on a gray, knee-length dress that hugged her curves in all the right places. She wore it to work sometimes when she was going out for drinks after, cinched with a thin belt around the waist to accentuate the look. It reminded her of the belt Lily had worn last week at their meeting, and her stomach lurched again in a way she hadn’t been able to get under control since that day.
It felt like some kind of karmic test. She was poised to take on more responsibility within Burke Enterprises, and she’d done so well the last five years playing her part. It felt like she’d stumbled on the boss fight before she was ready, unsure of how to handle the situation like an adult when she couldn’t stop the way her heart hammered in her chest whenever Lily was close. How she still smelled the same, even with years and continents in between then and now.
Why had she insisted they meet outside of Lily’s office today? Did she want to pretend that Lily was actually willing to spend time with her and that their relationship didn’t revolve around Lily being paid to complete a job?
The jumble of thoughts hadn’t calmed as she stepped into a town car thirty minutes later, staring idly out the windows at the streets of Manhattan as the winter sun dipped low in the sky.
“You can do this,” she whispered into the back seat of the car.
“What’s that, miss?” the driver asked, staring at her through the rearview mirror.
“Nothing. Sorry.”
“No problem. We’re here,” he said, sliding the car into a no parking zone in front of the bar and hopping out to open her door.
She spotted Lily then, sitting inside at a high table next to the front window of the wine bar, deep in concentration. Bennett took a few moments to watch her, to enjoy seeing her after so many years, before the inevitable demeanor of professionalism slipped on top of her features like a mask. 
Bennett took a deep breath and entered the bar. She made a quick left turn to stand next to the table. “Hi,” she said, slightly breathless like she’d run the entire way instead of exiting a town car and walking ten feet.
Lily looked up, her glasses low on the bridge of her nose. She gave off a sexy librarian vibe that made the backs of Bennett’s knees go wobbly. She slid into the chair across from Lily before she dropped to the floor.
“I’m sure you’re busy,” Lily said as she took control of the conversation in a way that made Bennett’s pulse quicken. “This shouldn’t take very long.”
As if. Bennett had spent all week thinking about this meeting. How long it would last. What they’d talk about. Whether Lily would smile. “I just want to make sure everything is perfect for Nora.”
“That’s a very kind gesture from a friend,” Lily said, her eyes narrowing almost imperceptibly, although the implication was clear.
“Since we were babies,” Bennett said quickly to squash any confusion or suspicion. “And since her parents aren’t thrilled with the wedding, I’m doing my part to show her that she has the support of people who love her.”
Lily tapped her fingers against the papers strewn in front of her. “That’s surprisingly thoughtful.”
Bennett took a chance. “Because of the gesture or because I’m the one doing it?”
A small smile tugged at the edges of Lily’s mouth that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Both, probably.”
“I have always been invested in planning experiences for those I care about...”
Lily held her hand up, and Bennett’s stomach dropped even before she said the words out loud. “Look, I, like you, am exceptionally invested in having this wedding go well, frustrated parents or not. What I can’t do, however, is allow my own personal life to seep into this at all.” Lily paused and stared, her eyes almost cold. “I’ve come to terms with what happened, but that’s as far as I’d prefer to get into discussing it. Is that amenable to you?”
Amenable? What the actual fuck? Bennett knew this entire situation was her fault, but the coldness in Lily’s voice still cut jaggedly across her body. There was so much to say. So many things Bennett wished she could do differently. “It’s not my favorite thing I’ve heard today, but you’re right.”
Lily’s brow quirked up but then dropped quickly. “I’m glad we’re in agreement.”
A waiter stepped up to their table, calming the tension that threatened to erupt from just below Bennett’s skin. “Welcome. Can I get you both something to drink?” She was cute in an alternative way, a full tattoo sleeve running down one arm, her hair dyed jet black. 
“Whiskey neat,” Bennett said, wanting the moment to go back to the two of them even if it set her on edge.
The waiter turned and focused her attention on Lily. “And what can I get for you? I’ve seen you in here a few times, right?”
Lily smiled and pushed a strand of hair behind her ears, like Bennett had seen her do so many times before in a past life. “A couple of times. It’s the perfect spot for work meetings.”
The waiter’s face lifted at the confirmation she wasn’t interrupting a date and doubled down. “Well, it’s great to see you again. I’m Alice, and I’ll be happy to help you with whatever you need. Do you have any questions about the menu?” she asked, her attention now focused solely on Lily, Bennett’s skin hot and itchy in the background of their moment.
“I don’t. I’ll have a glass of cava.”
Alice leaned forward. “Great choice.” She seemed to realize she was still working after she spoke, and she straightened up before giving Bennett a nod. “I’ll be right back with your drinks.”
Lily busied herself with the papers on the round, high-top table. 
“Seems like you have a fan,” Bennett said, hoping the jealousy didn’t seep into her voice. Obviously, the waiter was interested in Lily. Who wouldn’t be? 
“In the wedding planning business, it’s all about making connections. You never know where your next lead could come from,” Lily said, veering the conversation away from anything romantic. 
Bennett was slightly comforted by the words, that maybe Lily hadn’t been interested in the waiter and had just been keeping up appearances. Bennett knew all too well the necessity to be on in life, and she was surprised Lily had ended up taking this path. “How did you become a wedding planner?”
Lily’s stare shifted, and she bit the inside of her cheek. “Honestly? I needed the money, and Diane was willing to give me a chance. I worked my way up and proved that I was reliable and capable. But if you ever tell anyone that I don’t live and breathe wedding planning, I will vehemently deny it.”
Bennett had so many more questions. What was Lily’s life like? What had she been up to for the last six years? But again, none of those things were within her right to ask. She was the one who’d made it clear they should go their separate ways. “Good thing you have a job that can keep up with your acquired taste in sparkling wines.”
Lily shifted in her seat. “I’ve tried a lot of things over the years, and I’ve enjoyed some more than others.”
Alice returned and dropped off their drinks, thankfully not drawing the situation out like she had with her first appearance. Bennett lifted her tumbler and extended it halfway across the table. “Well, at least we can cheers to trying new things.”
She watched as Lily extended her flute, her fingers nestled around the stem. “And to letting go of old ones,” she answered, clinking her glass against Bennett’s before she had a chance to protest.
 
***
 
“Come on.” Sasha stood impatiently outside of the Uber. “You look great.”
Lily growled immaturely and touched her face as the cold winter air seeped into the backseat. “I don’t care how I look.”
“Then why are you lollygagging?”
Why? Because she didn’t want to go to this party. She didn’t want to make new friends, and she didn’t want to make small talk. Contacts be damned, she’d had an exhausting week, and all she wanted to do was crawl into bed and watch television. “I’m tired.”
“Be tired later. You never go out anymore. It’s not good for you.”
“I work a lot.”
“I work a lot too,” Sasha countered as she pulled the car door open farther and waited for Lily to exit.
Lily followed her into the warm building, thankfully not a walkup. They stood in front of the elevator, which dinged every few seconds as it drew nearer. “Who are these people?”
“Trey and Tom. I work with Trey, and he and Tom just bought this condo together, so it’s their housewarming party.”
“Well, at least I won’t be expected to dance. I hate dancing.”
“I know,” Sasha said like a sympathetic mother coaxing her child to eat broccoli. “But you need to remember to meet people when it’s not for work.”
“You know these people because of work.”
Sasha gave her a side eye. “You know what I mean. Picking up women in bars can only get you so far.”
Lily folded her arms across her chest and shrugged her jacket closer. “Picking up women in bars has served me extremely well, thank you very much. And I’m not trying to meet anyone.”
“Whatever.” Sasha stepped onto the elevator and pushed the button for the top floor. “I hope you still remember how to act like a real person.”
Did she? After spending most of her time planning other people’s weddings and special moments, she wasn’t quite sure. Sasha’s jab about meeting women, while inappropriate, was frustratingly accurate. She was the “meet in a bar and scurry out before the next morning” type, unwilling to invest in something that would likely implode anyway.
Lily followed Sasha from the elevator until they reached the end of the hall, and she held the bottle of wine she’d brought in her arms like a shield. This last week had thrown her for a loop, except the feeling was infinite and she felt stuck as she spun round and round and round to the point of nausea.
She’d done well for herself since college, and she needed to remember that. However the night went, it was her choice, not the choice of a ghost that had materialized out of the glittery ether of New York society and turned her world upside down.
Lily pasted on a bright smile by the time the door opened. Sasha leaned in to kiss the tall, well-dressed man who answered it on the cheek. “Trey. So good to see you. Thanks for inviting us.”
Trey hugged Sasha and stepped aside to let them into the apartment, a large, loft-style space with high ceilings and exposed beams. “And you must be Lily. It’s so nice to finally meet you,” Trey said, extending his hand once everyone was inside.
“Great to meet you, too, Trey. Thanks for letting me tag along.”
He smiled sincerely, a dimple forming in his cheek that made him look younger, although they were probably close to the same age. “Nonsense. Any friend of Sasha’s is a friend of ours.”
“Your home is beautiful.”
Trey looked around the space before focusing his attention back on Lily. “I’d like to take credit, but this is all Tom’s doing.” Trey scanned the room again. “Tom, come say hi to Sasha and Lily.”
Tom moved over to them quickly, aware of Trey even before he’d begun looking for him. Tom had a more classic look, dressed in an expensive suit, sans the jacket, his hair expertly coiffed like so many of the people she encountered every day at work. If the suit didn’t give him away as a well-to-do New Yorker, the Rolex on his wrist did. “So lovely to meet you, Lily,” he said, extending his hand for her to shake. “Sasha, always great to see you. Thanks for joining us tonight.”
After pleasantries, Trey showed them the drink station, and Lily settled on a glass of red wine amidst the selections, adding her own bottle to the mix.
“Good choice,” Trey said as he topped off his own glass and finished the bottle. “I think Roger, Tom’s friend, brought this, but that seems impossible given he generally has horrible taste in things. Except for women...” Trey continued to scan the room, and Lily’s stomach dropped as she followed his line of sight. “Roger,” he said loudly enough to get the man’s attention. “Come over here. Your wine’s a hit!”
Roger and his date meandered through the small clusters of people until they stood in front of Sasha, Lily, and Trey, the woman’s arm looped through his, a pained expression on her face.
“Great wine,” Sasha said, extending her hand to greet both of them. “I’m Sasha. It’s so nice to meet you both.”
“Roger.” He stuck out his own hand before motioning to his side. “And this is my lovely date, Bennett.”
Lily already knew the score given their touching, but the words confirmed it. She sucked in her cheeks to resist saying something she couldn’t take back in a room full of strangers.
Sasha looked at Lily and then at Bennett, who refused to make eye contact with anyone, but Sasha didn’t let on if she understood what was happening. How many Bennetts existed in the world? “Nice to meet you, Bennett. How do you two know Trey and Tom?”
Bennett didn’t answer, and it was Roger who finally broke the silence. “Tom and I went to prep school together. We’ve been friends for years.” So, at least Lily had been right about the old money, even if she wanted to turn on her heel and run away before she had to exchange a single pleasantry. 
“Nice to see you again, Bennett,” Lily said with a nod before they got caught in a strange web she couldn’t control.
Roger looked at Lily and then to Bennett. “You two know one another?”
“I’m planning Nora Southerland’s wedding,” Lily responded quickly, although Bennett still wouldn’t meet her stare. “Bennett has been kind enough to help with preparations while Nora’s out of town.”
“She’s the sweetest,” Roger said as he gave Bennett a quick side hug. Bennett leaned into the action enough to give the impression it was reciprocated, but her back stayed straight, her body rigid.
“What a small world,” Sasha said, echoing her words from last week, although the implication was lost on the rest of the group.
Lily wanted to run, wanted to hide out in her pajamas and drink wine from the bottle. For as often as she attended other people’s events, she hated them herself. She’d much rather have a purpose to fulfill, a reason for being there other than making small talk. Especially given the current circumstances. 
Instead of wilting, Lily stood up straight, Bennett finally meeting her stare. There was sadness, and maybe embarrassment, in her eyes, and Lily willed the uneasiness in her stomach away. She took a leisurely sip of her wine, which was excellent, allowing the few extra seconds it bought her to calm down. “So, Trey,” she said, turning her attention and pasting on a vibrant smile. “Tell me all about what Sasha gets up to at work.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
London, 2013
 
“It’ll be fun,” Bennett said confidently. She and Lily had grown more comfortable in the weeks they’d been living together. Communication was key to making life work in such a small room, and Bennett’s interest in moving to a hotel had quickly dissipated. She was content to spend her time with her roommate, however begrudging Lily was of her requests.
In response to Bennett’s words, Lily padded around in her sweats and made small sounds of disagreement without actually saying anything.
“Evangeline, live a little!” 
That earned a small smile from Lily, although she made no move toward her closet to change for the party. “I’ve already met these people.”
“You act like I’m torturing you. I just want you to have a little fun.”
“Fun means different things to different people,” Lily countered quickly.
“Please,” Bennett said, pouting her lips. She held up a short blue dress, considering it in the mirror before turning her attention to a long, wine-red one. “I want you to come with me.”
“If these people are so great, why don’t you want to go on your own?”
Bennett couldn’t explain it. More importantly, she didn’t want to scare Lily off if she tried. “Safety in numbers,” she said brightly.
Lily’s brow furrowed in an annoyingly cute way as she considered Bennett’s words. “That’s not fair. You know I take safety seriously.”
“Come on. We’ll go to Covent Garden, have a few drinks. You may even meet someone as nerdy as you.”
Lily lifted an eyebrow and lowered the book she’d picked up. “Was that supposed to be offensive or complimentary?”
Bennett decided to try another tactic, one that didn’t admit her own vulnerability. “You were the one who said you wanted to be a different person here. Do new things. How can you do that if you don’t, ya know, do new things?”
“I don’t care what continent you’re on, getting drunk in a bar isn’t a revolutionary experience.”
“It could be!” Bennett was close to begging, and she hated doing that. She turned her attention to the mirror and stared observantly at herself wrapped in a towel.
“You’ll look great in whatever you pick,” Lily said. “Don’t stress about it.” 
If only someone could tell her family that. Her behavior, her attire, her whole existence, they’d all been under constant scrutiny her entire life. For as much as she wanted to rebel against their ideas, she also wanted to prove to them that she was worthy. Worth, in its many permutations, was a common word in the Burke household, and Bennett spent every day of her life measured against an invisible, mercurial metric that had yet to be solidly defined for her.
Bennett turned around again and willed any thoughts, beyond the moment she existed in now, away. Warmth wrapped around her skin as she wondered just how much attention Lily had been paying her the last few weeks. She basked in the strange feeling of wanting Lily’s approval. “I appreciate the vote of confidence.” Bennett decided to up the ante. She hated not getting what she wanted. “If you come, I will take you to a museum.”
Lily’s lips curled upward in a smile, her book now forgotten on the bed next to her. “Is this a bribe?”
“It’s a future thank-you for coming to the party with me tonight.”
“It sounds like a bribe.”
“Quid pro quo.” Bennett let the words roll off her tongue, liking how they sounded as she coaxed out Lily’s agreement.
“Latin for bribe.”
Bennett rolled her eyes, although she couldn’t remember a time recently that she’d had conversations quite this engaging. Lily constantly kept her on her toes. For whatever reason, she didn’t acquiesce to Bennett in the way she was used to. Maybe it was because Lily didn’t know of her family’s reach, or maybe it was just because she didn’t like Bennett being a petulant smartass. Either way, Bennett was drawn into the back-and-forth, unable to resist pushing Lily’s buttons. “Would it make you feel better if I say straight up that I’m asking for a favor?”
Lily stood up from her bed. “Will you be honest and tell me why?”
“There’s this guy...” Lily chewed at the inside of her cheek, and Bennett continued quickly. “There’s this guy from our program that keeps hounding me, and I don’t want to get stuck with him tonight.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, but she was more than confident she could dispatch with Brad on her own if needed.
“But Bennett,” Lily said seriously, holding her hand up to her chest, “he wants to take you on his sailboat on the Cape.” 
Bennett groaned. So Lily really did hear more than she let on. “Exactly. And I’m not getting on Brad’s boat or Brad’s boat, if you catch my drift.” She laughed at her own joke and dropped her towel to reveal a bra and underwear beneath it.
She could see Lily’s reflection in the mirror. She was suddenly interested in her book again. But it was a small space. There was little privacy afforded besides the ensuite bathroom with a shower, but changing in there was difficult. If anyone from home knew Bennett had subjected herself to this room, they’d laugh and ask if it was on a dare. Bennett couldn’t quite explain it herself, but she wanted to be here, in this city, in this room, in this moment.
Bennett looked into the mirror at Lily’s reflection, daring her to make eye contact. “Are you going to come with me?”
Lily threw her book down on the bed, like it was a prop at this point. “Fine. One drink.”
“Fantastic news. Get ready. We’re taking a cab in thirty,” Bennett said as she tried to temper the thrill that shot through her body at the news.
 
***
 
Bar was a stretch for describing where Lily found herself two hours later. It had a bar, of that she could agree—four, in fact—but it was more of a club filled with drunken college students stuffed wall to wall, many with Australian accents. In her time in London, she’d met more people from outside of the UK than in it. The destinations for drinking nights catered to tourists and people looking to embrace a certain type of London experience—one that may or may not be accurate to an actual resident’s.
Where was the tea? The biscuits? Stereotypes be damned, Lily wanted to soak up the culture, enjoy the small things like the history and the architecture. Beyond her History of London class, which only met once a week, most of her fellow study abroad students hadn’t seemed intent on doing anything except drinking before the legal age in the United States. London only provided a necessary backdrop for that to happen.
And the guys in their program constantly stared at Bennett like she was a fish in a barrel that they wanted nothing more than to shoot—in a way that made Lily’s stomach churn. Bennett had been approached no fewer than three times tonight, not including by the people standing at the periphery of their group, hoping for a chance to interject in their conversation.
But Bennett had kept her attention on Lily, staying so close their hips could brush at any moment depending on how they moved. Or, at least, she’d kept her attention away from her throngs of admirers. 
A bartender lit a shot on fire, and Bennett leaned in close to say something, but their conversation was cut off.
“Shots!” Brad called loudly over Lily’s shoulder, pushing his head between where she and Bennett stood in front of the bar. 
Lily shifted her head toward him. “No shots for me. Thanks.”
“Boo,” Brad said, already drunk although they’d only been at the bar for an hour. He turned his attention to Bennett. “Shot? You seem like a Fireball girl to me.” He grinned, but it was more of a leer, his perfectly straight teeth gleaming against the intermittent strobe lights that pulsed throughout the room.
“Not a chance,” Bennett said lightly. Her voice was slightly higher than normal, and it was hard to tell if she was serious or flirting.
“What do you want then? Name it, and it’s yours.” Brad tried to stand up straighter, and he flexed his arm against the bartop. His shirt was already soaked through with sweat from his brief time on the crowded dance floor, and Lily tried to make sure she didn’t accidentally touch him.
Lily resisted rolling her eyes. Brad, in the few weeks she’d known him, had become known for trying to throw his daddy’s money around while simultaneously staying willfully ignorant of embracing any local cultures or, on the wildest end of the spectrum, developing even the smallest sense of self-awareness or a personality. 
He wasn’t bad-looking, as far as men went, with a dark, full head of hair he kept well styled and a charming smile he doled out like candy on Halloween. But he liked to drink, and he thought his shit didn’t stink. That was enough for Lily to want to keep a wide perimeter, though her friendship with Bennett had thrust her closer to the belly of the beast, engaging with people she would have never spent time with before she’d arrived in London.
She hadn’t realized she’d been lost in her own thoughts until Bennett spoke, her eyes now trained on Brad. “I’ll be fine buying my own drinks.”
“Aww, come on,” Brad said, laying it on thick with his drunken slur. “You don’t want anything?”
“Actually,” Bennett said as she threw Lily a look, “we were going to finish these and head home.”
“Damn, Burke. Live a little. You’d be a lot prettier if you didn’t act like such a stuck-up bitch all the time.”
Bennett bristled, her fingers wrapping tighter around the plastic cup she held in her hands. “And you’d be a lot prettier if you relied on a personality instead of money to get you anywhere with people.” Bennett downed the remainder of her drink and looked at Lily again. “You ready to head out?”
Was she ever. She’d been waiting to leave since before they’d even arrived. Bennett deftly hailed a cab when they stepped outside, and they were home within fifteen minutes, almost like the night had never happened. 
The smell of beer still clinging to Lily’s body told another story, and she couldn’t wait to wash it off once they stepped inside their small room. “I’m going to shower. Be back in a few minutes.” She didn’t wait for Bennett’s acknowledgment, slipping into the small bathroom and stripping her clothing off like she was molting her skin.
Bennett telling Brad to fuck off had been—for lack of a better word—hot, and she tried to focus on how proud she was of Bennett instead of all the other feelings that washed through her as the hot water washed over her body.
When she stepped out of the bathroom in her pajamas, Bennett was already lying in bed, sans her earlier makeup, with her laptop perched on her stomach. “Hey,” she said, looking toward Lily’s side of the room. “Tonight was even worse than I imagined, and that’s really saying something. Sorry I dragged you into that,” she finished sheepishly.
“I mean...” Lily didn’t want to lie, but she also didn’t want to hurt Bennett’s feelings. She’d gone to the bar to have a nice night, and it wasn’t anyone except Brad’s pushy fault it hadn’t worked out. “It happens. No worries. Now I can say I went out,” she said with a small smile as she toweled her hair off.
“Do you want to watch a movie? It’s still pretty early.” Bennett stopped short. “I mean, I’m going to watch one anyway, but I’m happy to put my headphones in if you’re going to bed.”
Lily cleared her throat. “A movie sounds good. Did you have one in mind?”
“Whatever. I just want to wind down. I can swing all the way from Fight Club to Clueless.”
“I’m down to watch anything as long as it’s not horror.”
Bennett lifted an eyebrow and shifted in bed. “Not a fan of scary movies?”
“Don’t make fun of me.”
“I’m not. It was a serious question.” Bennett looked so earnest, her bottom lip pulled between her teeth.
Lily sat down on the edge of her bed and tried to temper the slightly uneven thrum of her pulse. “Then seriously, I don’t like them. Whatever that thing is about them that people enjoy, I don’t. It’s like how some people think cilantro tastes like the best thing on earth and some people think it tastes like soap.”
“So, you’re comparing horror movies to soap?” Bennett teased, and Lily was acutely aware of how Bennett’s tone seeped into her body.
She ran a hand through her damp hair and worked to find her words. “I’m trying to draw a parallel to help you understand. Most people don’t understand when I say that or take it as a challenge to try and scare me or get me to watch one.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that, Lily. People should respect your boundaries. They probably just want to get you into a situation where they can comfort you,” Bennett said with a light laugh, patting the small expanse of bed next to her. “But don’t worry, I’m more of a Forrest Gump girl myself.”
That surprised Lily, although she tried to hide it. More importantly, Bennett was inviting her into her bed—her very small bed—and Lily didn’t know how to feel about that, even platonically. They’d done a good job the past few weeks navigating their tiny quarters, but this was a level of closeness she hadn’t been expecting. 
Bennett had thrown her hair up into a messy bun, her pajamas peeking above the covers she nestled under. She looked so innocent, much different than the come-hither vixen she’d seemed in the dress she’d worn earlier tonight. But Lily liked this new Bennett a lot. She was softer, more vulnerable, as she waited with wide eyes for Lily’s agreement.
Lily bit her lip and shifted her feet from side to side, like she was waiting for even more of an overt sign than Bennett pulling the covers back to acknowledge she should get in with her. “Forrest Gump really is a classic,” Lily said as she tried to slip into the bed as gracefully as possible, which was difficult given how her heartbeat thudded erratically in her chest. She’d never been in another girl’s bed before, whether friends or not, and she had no idea what the expectations were.
She stretched her legs out and leaned her body back against the nest of pillows Bennett had created, her torso angled so that she didn’t lie down fully. Bennett shifted her laptop, settling it on both of their thighs above the covers, Forrest Gump already queued up on the screen.
As Lily worked to get comfortable, Bennett leaned her head against Lily’s shoulder. She couldn’t help the deep breath that escaped as she tried to calm her body, Bennett’s head jostling slightly with the movement. Bennett didn’t seem to mind, shifting her head back into the crook of Lily’s neck like it had laid there a million times before and pressing play as she turned her body slightly inward.
The movie started, but Lily couldn’t focus on anything except the quiet sound of Bennett’s breathing, how her chest rose and fell with each exhale. It was a masochistic meditation, her body lulled by the rhythm as her mind continued to race.
 
***
 
Bennett woke up to the smell of shampoo and tendrils of hair tickling her face. Not her hair—Lily’s. Lily, who had fallen asleep in her bed and who still slept there now, was draped protectively by Bennet’s arm, which had found its way over her hips in the darkness. Bennett allowed herself a few extra seconds to enjoy the warmth radiating from Lily’s body before she moved her hand and rubbed her eyes.
The small bed was the obvious excuse for how they’d found themselves in this situation, but last night, all Bennett could think about was Lily being in it with her, as close to her as possible. She hadn’t worried what would happen after that because it hadn’t mattered. As long as Lily was closer, it was a step in the right direction. They should never have gone to that stupid bar in the first place. They should have stayed home and done this. She’d missed hours of the possibility of hanging out in a bed with Lily in favor of keeping up appearances and playing the role of social debutante like she’d been bred to do since birth.
Stupid. The word rolled around in her mind as she remembered sweaty, drunken Brad and the other revelers at the bar.
She couldn’t stop herself as she ran a finger down Lily’s arm, liking how it felt but also knowing that she needed to wake her up if she was ever going to get out of the bed. She was pinned between Lily’s small frame and the wall, the desk above their heads and the window at the foot. It was almost impossible to extricate herself without Lily moving first. As Bennett ran her finger down Lily’s arm again, she stirred. Heat shot straight to Bennett’s center as Lily shifted even farther backward, her butt pushing into Bennett’s front.
Maybe this was all just a misunderstanding, but she’d had many friends over the years and she’d never found herself in this position with any of them. Not even her best friend from home, Nora, and certainly not any of the friends she’d made in college. More importantly, she hadn’t cared to create scenarios where they ended up in the same bed together, like she was daring herself to see what happened.
But she wanted that with Lily. Sweet and kind and surprisingly feisty Lily, with her cute button nose and the wide, expressive eyes she hid behind glasses to temper the weight and clarity of her focus. And her surprisingly athletic body, lean muscle that became visible when she was brave enough to change in their shared living space, when Bennett should have done her the courtesy of looking away but couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do that.
Bennett was lost in her thoughts of the last few weeks as Lily shifted again, rolling over so they faced one another. Her eyes were lidded with sleep but open, and she pulled the covers up toward her neck. “I fell asleep.”
She didn’t want Lily for a second to think this had been a bad idea if she ever wanted it to happen again. “I fell asleep too. Not a problem at all.”
“Sorry I took over your bed. I’m kind of a big sleeper.”
“Big sleeper?”
“You know....” Lily rubbed her eyes and stretched, proving her point. “I like to take up space when I sleep.”
“I didn’t notice.” Bennett bit her lip. “You fit well here.”
“I...” 
A lock of Lily’s hair fell across her face, and Bennett couldn’t stop her fidgety fingers, already missing contact with the other girl’s body. She reached out and brushed it away, Lily’s sleepy eyes going slightly wide as her fingertips brushed against her forehead.
“My hair is going to be a mess today. I didn’t dry it before bed,” Lily said, bringing her hand up to her face and encircling Bennett’s hand.
Their fingertips gently tangled together, and Bennett immediately felt the heat radiating, like a live wire, from the point of contact through her body. “It always rains here.” Bennett didn’t know what to say, but every word was in service to keeping Lily in her bed for as long as possible, not knowing when she’d get another chance. “I owe you a trip to the museum,” she said lightly, squeezing Lily’s hand.
Lily smiled and snuggled her head against the pillow. “You don’t need to do that. I would have gone with you anyway.”
“I want to.” It was clear from spending time together that Lily had to be cautious with her money. Her willingness to come to things with Bennett meant even more because it was financially difficult for her, and Bennett wanted to repay that kindness. “Please?” she said, bringing her other hand up to wrap it around Lily’s, still connected with hers.
Was that a blush? Bennett wasn’t sure, but she loved the soft pink that fanned across Lily’s cheeks, their faces so close she could see the small blooms of color as they emerged in real time. 
“I just don’t want you to feel like you have to buy me things to spend time with you. I want to spend time with you.” 
Bennett shook her head back and forth. “No. It’s not about that. It’s about saying thank you for being a good friend. That’s all.”
Lily shifted and dropped her hand to the bed, running her fingers against the fabric. “Good friends...”
Bennett sighed and tried to find something to do with her hands now that Lily had moved her hand away. Did Lily feel it, too? Did her heart beat faster when Bennett was close to her like hers did when Lily was near? Did she spend way too much time picking out her clothing, wondering what Bennett thought about it? Whether she was checking her out when her back was turned?
Bennett cleared her throat. She couldn’t go down this path right now. Not with Lily literally in her bed, the desire to reach out and touch her again becoming more and more overwhelming. “Do you want to go to the museum today?”
Lily let out a breath, their faces so close Bennett felt the tickle on her face. “I’d love to.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
Present Day
 
She lied to other people and she lied to herself, but lying to Lily was the hardest. All night during Tom and Trey’s party, Bennett felt the desire to run from the room and never see Lily again, and yet she couldn’t stop looking at her. She couldn’t make herself leave.
Lily had made herself scarce around Bennett, sticking to the woman she came with and suddenly becoming a social butterfly, flitting around to groups and chatting animatedly. She was so different than the Lily she remembered, the one who hated parties and would rather spend the evening curled up in bed watching a movie. Or the one who later, when things had progressed, wanted to spend time alone together under the guise of some innocent activity that always turned into something more. 
Her body thrummed with the memories, ones that had only grown more insistent and vivid since Lily had come back into her life. She’d pretended for a while when she’d returned to UCLA for her senior year that it was all a dream, that she’d had some wild adventure that didn’t really define who she was. Another lie, the second in the series of lies she told herself so she didn’t break down every day, didn’t spend all of her time fantasizing about things being different. 
When she saw Lily head back down the hallway toward the restrooms, she followed. She gave a flimsy excuse to Roger about getting a refill and veered quickly past the drinks station, her long legs working to close the distance between them. This wasn’t a work obligation for Lily, so maybe the rules would be different. Maybe she could talk to her like they were two people who’d shared something real, something that had never been resolved for Bennett.
She reached the bathroom door, but it was open, the light off with nobody inside. She looked down the rest of the hallway and followed it quickly to the last door like Lily might evaporate at any moment. Bennett felt like she was chasing a mirage those last few feet, constantly struck by the surreal feeling that Lily now was some strange figment of her imagination, helping her to find closure on the past.
Lily, very much real, stood in the room alone. She stared out the large floor-to-ceiling windows at the city humming with life. She could see her clearly, her body silhouetted against the lights from the city. She wore tapered pants and a fitted sweater that hugged her frame, though they were more casual than the work attire she’d seen her in previously. It reminded Bennett of the younger Lily a bit, but more dressed up and definitely more grown up, her brow furrowed in quiet concentration.
“Hey.” Bennett stepped into the room, worried she’d startle her given the faraway look on Lily’s face.
Lily’s head whipped around, her brow still drawn against her otherwise smooth features. “What are you doing in here?”
“Honestly, I was looking for you. What are you doing in here?”
“I needed a few minutes to decompress.” Lily sighed and stared back out the window.
Bennett leaned her shoulder against the doorframe. “Don’t you do this for a living? Get paid to schmooze?”
“I get paid for lots of things when planning a wedding down to the last detail, one of which is being able to talk to everyone from the ring bearer to the mother of the bride.”
At the sound of Lily’s voice, all Bennett could think was that she wanted to keep her talking. To hear anything she had to say. “Well, you seem very comfortable doing it.” Bennett took a step into the room, drawn to the way the lights of the city illuminated Lily’s features.
Lily shrugged and turned back toward the window. “I guess we’re all good at faking it when we need to.”
Bennett took another step, her heart beating quickly. “I was never faking it, you know.”
“I know.” Lily’s voice was slightly sad, slightly mad, and Bennett felt that jagged cut again, both emotions fighting for their chance to do damage. “Your date seems nice. Roger, is it?”
Bennett ignored the newest cut. “Your date seems nice, too.”
Lily turned again, Bennett now only a few steps away from her. “Sasha isn’t my date. She’s my friend.”
Bennett scrunched her nose. “Well, she’s very charismatic and attractive. I just assumed—”
“So, how long have you and Roger been dating?”
She was thrown by the question, unsure how to answer. But conversations required two people, and if she wanted to keep Lily talking, this was the price she had to pay. “We’ve been on a few dates. My mother introduced us at a party.”
Recognition dawned on Lily’s face. “Still trying to play that game?”
“What game?”
“Being the perfect daughter. Not ruffling feathers.”
“Roger is a nice man.”
Lily looked her up and down in a way that made Bennett feel more vulnerable than if she’d been standing naked in the middle of Central Park. “If that’s true, then don’t you think he deserves to be with someone who can find happiness with him?”
“You don’t know anything about me or what will make me happy.”
“I did once. You’re the one who seemed so intent to dredge that up again when you walked into my office a few weeks ago.”
Bennett took the last step so they stood within a few inches of one another. “It sounds like you’re a little jealous of Roger.”
Lily frowned. “I’m not jealous. Of either one of you. I feel sorry for him and embarrassed for you.”
“Ouch.” Somewhere, Lily had found a larger, sharper knife, and it cut through Bennett with ease.
Lily cleared her throat. “No, you didn’t let me finish. That’s what I would say if you weren’t a client. But since you are, I wish you both nothing but the best. You are a very nice couple. Maybe I’ll get to see you both again at the wedding.”
Bennett had to resist snorting and sobbing at the same time, which she hadn’t even known was possible. “You know just because you say something and then tell me you wouldn’t say it doesn’t mean you didn’t?”
“Look,” Lily said, lowering her voice although they were alone. “I apologize for what I just said. It was needlessly cruel, and that’s not who I want to be. This situation is putting a strain on my ability to behave professionally. Can we please just agree to move forward like adults? Nora will be back soon, and we can move on with our lives with both of our reputations intact.”
“I don’t want to do that.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Bennett accepted their truth. She’d missed Lily, and as rocky as things were now, she couldn’t imagine walking away again.
“I don’t think it’s possible to be your friend, Bennett. I’m sorry, but that’s just where I am right now. But I do promise to be more professional in our remaining engagements.”
Lily had put a wall up, the impenetrable facade holding Bennett at arm’s length. They’d seen the world together. They’d seen all of one another. She’d caught glimmers of the Lily she’d known during their few meetings, only to have them ripped away from her grasp when Lily remembered the score. When she remembered how much she hated Bennett for what she’d done. Not that she could hate her any more than Bennett hated herself.
Just as she was plucking up the courage to go for another round, a head popped around the corner. “There you are,” Sasha said brightly, her attention focused on Lily. “I was worried you got sick or something. You okay?”
Lily took the chance to slip away, and she walked quickly toward Sasha at the door. “Yeah, I’m just a little tired. I’m going to call a cab, but you should stay as long as you’d like.”
As fast as it had happened, Bennett was left standing alone in the room, wondering what it was that Lily saw when she gazed out the window.
 
***
 
Sasha stared her down from across the sofa and silently handed her a bottle of wine. She had shown up at Lily’s apartment unannounced, but at least she had the good sense to bring alcohol along with her probing questions.
“I’m fine.” 
“You don’t seem fine.”
Lily took the bottle and poured the remainder into her glass. “I’m not some broken little bird. I’ll be fine.”
“I know that. You’ve just been dodging my calls all week.” Sasha paused. “Since the party.”
“I’ve been busy with work.” And busy avoiding everything and everyone, but Sasha didn’t need to know that.
“You never told me what was going on when I found you and Bennett in that room at the party.”
Maybe because she’d been trying not to think about it, trying to forget how close Bennett had stood to her. How years later, she could still map every freckle on Bennett’s face and spot the small birthmark at the base of her left ear. She sighed. “There was nothing going on.”
Sasha sucked in her cheeks. “Didn’t look like nothing.”
Lily was playing with fire by even acknowledging Sasha’s words, but she couldn’t stop her own from tumbling out. “Then what did it look like?”
“Well, let’s just say when two people are staring at one another with that much emotion, the only way to resolve it is either to fight or to fuck.”
Lily scrunched up her nose instead of giving Sasha the satisfaction of laughing. There was nothing funny about this situation. “Tactful as ever. There will be no fighting, and there will definitely be no fucking.”
“Do you think you can keep her away? She seems pretty intent to get back in your life.”
Lily’s pulse hummed loudly in her ears as she considered Sasha’s words. She didn’t care for them in the slightest. “You met her once. You can’t possibly know that.” 
“I know how she looked at you during the party when you weren’t looking at her.”
“I don’t need to know this. We have history. It’s okay that it’s awkward. It doesn’t mean there’s a present.” Lily paused for emphasis. “And there definitely isn’t a future.”
Sasha’s lips twitched, and she twirled her wineglass in her hands. “Maybe you need to deal with everything.” An annoyingly broad statement.
Lily clicked her tongue against her teeth. “I did deal with everything.”
“You don’t let many people in, Lily, but when you do, you really do. I know you spend your days flitting about with these superficial interactions at work and in your personal life to keep people from getting too close, but do you ever wonder what the cost of that is?”
Lily scrunched her legs up so they formed a protective barrier between herself and Sasha’s words. Did Sasha ever stop to think what, or who, made her that way? “Wow. This is so not worth a free bottle of wine.”
“Hate to tell you, but the advice would have come with or without the wine. It’s clear Bennett’s return is having an impact on you.”
“But I don’t want it to.” If she said it enough times, maybe it would be true.
“Yep. Totally get that. But it is. She hurt you. She ripped out your heart and stomped on it until it was a million, tiny, pulverized pieces of brokenness.”
Lily’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously, Sasha?”
Sasha laughed and leaned forward. “Regardless of this thing with Bennett, and it is most definitely a thing, I think you need to consider what will make you happy.”
“Pretending she doesn’t exist makes me pretty happy. And I can’t pretend to be okay with her lying to herself.”
“We all lie to ourselves,” Sasha said, like the statement was obvious.
Lily sighed and ran her hands through her hair. “It’s not the same. I don’t pick people up under false pretenses. I don’t live a lie to appease other people.”
“Is this about her date at the party? He was a really nice guy.”
“She told me her mother set them up,” Lily said with a hollow laugh.
“So what? Your mom is always trying to set you up.”
“With women. She’s trying to set me up with women. Because I’m a lesbian.”
“Maybe Bennett’s bi. It’s a statistical probability she’ll end up with a man if that’s the case. Far more possible partners.”
Lily huffed. “Did you go to a PFLAG meeting or something? Where do you get this stuff?”
“I work with numbers all day, Lily. It’s a fact. She was young, and she was scared. You two were going back to separate sides of the country after you left London.”
“That doesn’t excuse what she did.”
Sasha’s eyes softened. “No, it doesn’t. But... six years is a long time, especially given how much growing you’ve both had the opportunity to do.” Lily rolled her eyes. “I said had the opportunity, not ‘have grown,’” Sasha retorted with her own eye roll.
“I don’t really like where this is heading...”
“Don’t you think it’s weird that you ran into her? That all of this is happening?” Sasha mused, her feet curled under her body like she could wax philosophically all night.
“Just last week I passed a guy I played trumpet with in middle school. Like good New Yorkers, we didn’t even acknowledge one another’s presence.”
Sasha laughed and rolled her shoulders. “Okay, I see this is a losing battle right now.”
“Thank you for agreeing with me.”
“Oh, I’m not agreeing with you. I think you’re being a fucking idiot, but I love you.”
Lily’s heart softened. Sasha was being amazing about the whole situation, and all Lily had done was fight her every step of the way. She really needed to do something nice for her soon. “I love you, too. Even if you’re pushy.”
“Our friendship together is just one event after another of me trying to drag you out of your comfort zone.”
She couldn’t resist the slight laugh that pushed out. If only Sasha had met her before. If only she knew how far Lily had already come.
 
***
 
The Cotswold Country Club was every bit as pretentious as the name implied. A large, sprawling building surrounded by a golf course, unnecessary water features, and more money than a single country could ever need or know what to do with.
By the time Bennett sat down at the table she’d been seated at too many times before, reserved for two today, she was already crawling out of her skin, wishing she could be anywhere else.
“Your father told me you’ve been at the office less.” 
Bennett stared at her mother, Lydia Burke, and tried to make sense of how she’d spawned from her womb. They looked alike, they sounded alike, but Lydia Burke was frustratingly conservative and downright unpleasant to anyone she deemed beneath her. She was also, quite possibly, the most narcissistic person Bennett had ever met. Every action was scrutinized under the criterion of how it would make her mother look, so much sometimes that Bennett felt like she was no more than a reflection of her mother instead of an autonomous person.
She pushed her salad around on her plate. People would literally eat garbage from the country club as long as they could say that’s where they’d eaten it. “I’m helping Nora with her wedding.”
Lydia’s eyes lit up. “Oh, that’s wonderful. I can’t say her family is thrilled with her choice of husband, but I’m sure they’re glad she’s setting down.” It was so excruciatingly clear her mother agreed with Nora’s parents that it could have been written in a neon sign above the entrance to the club—if it wouldn’t have seemed too tacky. 
“She’s only twenty-six, Mom.”
Her mother tsk-tsked, like Bennett’s observation was absurd. “I was engaged to your father by twenty, married at twenty-two.”
Bennett couldn’t hold her tongue, especially given the events of the past few weeks. “Well, considering that you only went to college to find a husband, that all makes enough sense.”
“Bennett Burke,” her mother said, venom laced through her whispered voice. “You can be a little more grateful for the opportunities you’ve had to live your life. Furthermore, I will not tolerate being spoken to like that.”
“You mean the opportunities to live my life how you want.”
“I will not need to mention this conversation to your father if you stop this right now.” Her mother had played her favorite card, the implication being, I won’t tell your father and have you quietly removed from the company so that you have no excuse not to settle down and get married.
They’d had this same conversation over the years, and Bennett didn’t know why she still subjected herself to these lunches. It was always her mother trying to introduce her to someone, unwanted updates on gossip in their network, or gleefully recounting any acquaintance’s fall from grace, no matter how miniscule.
“You know,” Bennett said, changing gears quickly, “I haven’t seen Donovan at the office at all this week. Did Dad mention that to you?” He was probably in Cabo sleeping off a weeklong bender under the guise of networking with a prospective client.
“Donovan has earned the right to conduct his life according to his own schedule.”
“Why, because he’s a man? Let’s just hope he doesn’t get some maid knocked up one of these days. That would really do well as the gossip du jour among the bridge club.”
Her mother lowered her already low voice to a hiss. “What has gotten into you today?” She quickly righted her position, pasting on a smile, her voice suddenly and unsettlingly light. “And here I thought we were going to have a nice conversation about how well you and Roger have been getting on together. His mother told me that you attended a party with him last week. Would have been nice to hear it from you...”
“Oh, my apologies. The GPS tracker in my cell phone must have died. I assumed you already knew my comings and goings.”
“What do you want me to say, Bennett? Go run amok and embarrass the family? If that’s the request, I won’t allow it.”
“Maybe not scrutinizing every choice I make would be a start. Or at least giving me the opportunity to make a choice once in a while.”
“We let you go to that god-awful school in California, didn’t we?”
“UCLA is a good school.”
“It was public. I still haven’t lived that down.”
“Well, I had a lovely time. Especially during study abroad,” she said, knowing the tirade she was about to unleash. “It really allowed me to gain a better sense of self.” She smiled brightly and took a bite of her wilted salad.
“Stop it, Bennett. You’ve had your fun goading me, and I do not expect to hear about this again. Are we clear?”
Her mother’s eyes were cold and so distant it was like she looked straight through Bennett. But it had always been like this, and though once upon a time Bennett had wondered if things could be different, she knew that wasn’t the case. “Crystal, Mother.” 
She shouldn’t have brought it up. If anything, bringing it up made her mother think about it again, and her scrutiny would only ramp up with every action Bennett took now, until she reached the point of constantly grilling her daughter on where she was going and who she was with.
Lydia Burke knew her daughter was a lesbian, had known for six years in fact, but to her it was something that could be ignored, pushed aside in favor of tradition, expectation, and obligation. To her mother, the person she needed Bennett to be for the sake of appearances had always been more important than the person she truly was.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
London & Paris, 2013
 
“Let’s take a trip this weekend,” Bennett said breezily, already throwing clothes in a weekend bag. “You don’t have class tomorrow and neither do I.”
Lily sat up on her bed and put down her book. “I haven’t really planned for a trip.” She didn’t want to admit that she needed to budget, to cross-reference prices and make sure she could get a good deal.
“I’ll get your ticket. And I’d already be booking a hotel room, so you can stay with me.”
“Bennett, that’s too much. I don’t want you buying things for me.”
Bennett shot across the space between their beds and threw herself against Lily. They’d become more physical with one another over the last month. There was always some reason to touch or be close or spend their free time together. It almost felt like a game at this point, pushing and pushing until something finally had to give. What that something was and what it would turn into, Lily still wasn’t sure, but she couldn’t pretend she didn’t want to find out.
“I want to. And,” she said, matter-of-factly, “it’s unsafe to travel alone.”
“I just...”
Bennett leaned herself into Lily’s shoulder. “What if you come as my tour guide? Seriously. I know you know like a million facts about the cities I want to visit. It’s a win-win for both of us.”
Lily wavered, even if Bennett’s excuse was flimsier than a paper plate. “That doesn’t seem like the best deal for you. Didn’t you say your family was good at business?” she joked, working to keep the moment light. Bennett had mentioned her family owned their own business at one point, although she hadn’t gotten into the details.
“Please?” Bennett looked over at her with wide eyes and pouty lips, and Lily felt the familiar drop in her stomach, wanting so badly to lean forward and find out what those lips tasted like. They were probably sweet, maybe with a hint of the clove cigarettes Bennett would smoke when she drank, and definitely soft like the rest of her body, which Lily had become accustomed to sleeping next to a few nights a week.
They’d always start in one of their beds, watching progressively longer movies until they ended up watching more than one, just so that they fell asleep together. At least that’s why Lily did it, but maybe Bennett was some kind of secret cinephile. Although with Bennett’s choice last night of Fast & Furious, which she could practically quote word for word, Lily didn’t think so. 
They didn’t talk about it, and nothing more than sleeping happened, but Lily couldn’t deny how she felt when she’d wake up, Bennett’s arm always snaked around her, their bodies pulled close together. And then they’d get up, and they’d go about their day like they hadn’t slept in the same bed, making it another night or two before the same scenario would play out again.
It was driving Lily insane, but she wasn’t brave enough to take the next step. What if she’d misjudged the situation? Then they would have to spend months together as awkward roommates, Bennett worrying Lily was some kind of leery predator. “Measure twice, cut once” was what her father always said. At this point, she’d measured from every angle, every possibility, but she still didn’t feel confident enough to make the cut and change things forever. She wasn’t ready to be left with nothing but useless pieces, trying to make something that wasn’t possible.
“Where did you want to go? We’ll see if I actually know anything about it,” Lily said, hoping she sounded practical and not like she was in total agreement yet.
“I was thinking about Paris. It’s easy, and we can take the train.”
Lily looked down at the book in her hand about Paris, her lips curling into a small smile. “Really? That’s your first choice?”
“For this weekend, yes. So, are you in?” Bennett shot a smile in Lily’s direction that made her heart beat faster. 
Lily tried to find a word resembling ‘no’ within the recesses of her mind, but nothing remotely close came out. It was a bad, bad idea for so many reasons. “Yep. I’m in.”
 
***
 
It was late when they arrived in Paris. They found the closest taxi stand when they stepped out of Gare du Nord and gave the driver the address to their hotel. Bennett hadn’t stayed there before, but she’d stayed in the neighborhood. She couldn’t wait to see it through Lily’s eyes, and she willed away the bubbling feeling in her chest.
Life was so unfair. Bennett had been taking trips abroad since she was in diapers and Lily had never been out of the country until this semester. She could already tell that Lily appreciated it more than she ever had. Lily’s hand was wrapped tightly around Bennett’s in the car as the city passed by on the way to the hotel, and Bennett wanted more than anything to see that look of wonderment on Lily’s face again and again and again.
They entered the lobby, only a few guests milling around since it was late. She gave her name to the concierge at the front desk. They were led upstairs quickly, to a one-room suite with a beautiful view of the Eiffel Tower. She’d been adamant when she’d called earlier in the day, even before talking to Lily, that their room have a view, regardless of the cost.
Their room. How she’d only known Lily for a month was still a mystery she hadn’t solved.  She couldn’t even consider when she had to go back to school that Lily would be on the other side of the country, but she kept those thoughts to herself. The words she felt were strange and big and heavy as they knocked around inside her brain.
The porter disappeared quickly after their bags were deposited, and Lily moved over to the window, staring out at the flickering lights on the Eiffel Tower.
“It’s really beautiful, right?” Bennett asked as she stepped next to her. “We can go to the top tomorrow if you want.” She’d go into the catacombs beneath the city if that’s what Lily wanted.
“It’s...” A single tear rolled down Lily’s cheek. “It’s amazing. That someone cared enough to build this. That people cared enough to keep it safe all these years.”
Bennett looped her arm around Lily’s shoulders and pulled her against her side, dismissing the pull she felt in her stomach and trying to simply allow Lily to have this moment. “Sometimes people can surprise you.”
Lily leaned her head against Bennett’s chest, and the pull exploded into butterflies. She loved how Lily fit into the crook of her neck, how soft her hair felt as it brushed against her cheek. 
“That they can,” Lily said, her stare still focused out the window although her fingers began to tap rhythmically against Bennett’s side.
The butterflies fluttered, looking for escape, the pressure inside Bennett mounting. But not tonight. Not when they had all day tomorrow, and not when she didn’t know where Lily stood. She didn’t want to ruin this weekend for Lily in case she was wrong. In case it was only her who felt the flutter that kept her up late at night after Lily had fallen asleep next to her. “Let’s go to sleep. We need to be up early tomorrow to get a full day in...”
Lily rolled her eyes and slowly disentangled herself from Bennett’s frame. “You sound like such a dad right now.”
Bennett wasn’t sure about that. Her dad was usually too busy to hang out or was constantly on the phone when they travelled, giving her the credit card and telling her to go buy herself something nice. 
They got ready for bed quickly and slipped into the covers of the queen-sized bed, larger than the ones they’d shared together previously. There was no need to sleep so close with all the space, but it didn’t feel right to Bennett. She wanted Lily close.
“Snuggle with me?” she asked, worried her voice would crack and betray her.
Lily scooted backward, and she pulled at Bennett’s arm to wrap it around her waist. “Snug life,” she mumbled, already half asleep, her words soft and breathy.
Bennett stayed awake hours longer, memorizing the soft cadence of Lily’s breathing, smiling as Lily mumbled nonsense in her sleep. Like a spell had been cast, Bennett lay entranced, not moving for fear of waking Lily as their hands interlaced above the comforter. Bennett worried if she fell asleep, their bodies might separate, and she always feared she wouldn’t get another chance to do this, to experience the juxtaposition of nervousness and tranquility that battled in her body. She moved nowhere. She did nothing. But it felt like she was running a marathon, doing more work than she’d ever done mentally or physically in her short life. Trying to remain still and in perfect balance between the two feelings finally made her so tired she allowed her eyes to close, and she matched her breathing to the long, punctuated breaths coming from Lily.
The next morning, they were out of the hotel room by eight o’clock. Bennett surprised herself with her own willingness to be up so early, but Lily’s enthusiasm was infectious. She didn’t want to miss a second of seeing the excitement on Lily’s face as they explored the city.
They’d dressed simply, for warmer weather than London: jeans with boots and sweaters with jackets. Lily wore a cute little beanie with a puff ball on top that Bennett ran her hand over whenever the opportunity presented itself. 
After stopping at a café for coffee and pastries, sitting at the tables outside so they could people watch, they began to traverse the streets.
“So, what do you want to do? The Eiffel Tower is going to get pretty busy, so we might want to be there when it opens.” Bennett stuck her hands in her coat pockets so that she wouldn’t reach out and grab Lily’s gloved hand.
Lily nodded vigorously, like an excited kid. “Okay.”
Bennett had been right about something. There was a small line of people already waiting as they arrived about ten minutes before the attraction opened. It was three times as busy in the summer during peak hours, and she was happy Lily didn’t have to wait any longer than necessary.
“Do you want to grab lunch after this?” Bennett asked as the line began to move.
Lily scowled at her. “Which one of us is the tour guide here? I’m beginning to think I was lured to Paris under false pretenses.”
“But you were lured to Paris of all places, so that has to count for something, right?” Bennett searched Lily’s eyes for any hint she was actually upset, taking a breath as she found none.
Lily laughed and nudged her shoulder into Bennett, although it hit closer to the top of her arm with their height differences. “You sure know how to woo a girl.”
Bennett blushed. If any other woman she knew were to say those words to her, it wouldn’t cause the same reaction. 
Lily stopped moving. “I mean, not that I think you’re trying to woo me. Oh, wow. Sorry if that came out wrong,” she said, stumbling over her words, her stare trained ahead as they approached the elevator.
“No, it’s fine. I want you to have a nice time here. If you feel wooed, then so be it.” This was the closest Bennett had come to articulating her feelings. It was passive at best, she decided, as her stomach rolled with emotion. 
Lily cocked her head to the side like she wanted to say something, but they reached the front of the line and handed their tickets over to get on the elevator.
“You’re not afraid of heights, right?” Bennett asked as the lift began to lurch upward, distracting her from her racing thoughts.
“I mean, not to the best of my knowledge. I’ve gone to the top of the Empire State Building for field trips, and I didn’t get panicky.”
Bennett let out a breath. “Good. I think you’re really going to like it.”
Lily pouted and turned to her in the cramped elevator. “Have you already done this before?”
Lying wouldn’t serve her well. She already knew that much when it came to Lily. “Yes, but I was younger. And I didn’t care for the company nearly as much,” she said. The low timbre of her voice surprised her, and she felt heat wash across her cheeks.
Lily made no mention of the moment, and they exited the elevator with their group and began to wander, Bennett content to follow Lily as she made her way outside. 
“Wow,” Lily breathed out, her face close to the safety perimeter constructed around the outdoor area. “You can see the whole city.”
“There’s a lot to explore.” Bennett stood next to her, unable to focus on the view with Lily so close, emotion dancing across her face as she took it all in. Bennett felt a hand encircle her own, and she looked down to see Lily holding onto her, still focused on the city below. Sensation hit Bennett squarely in the chest, even though it was the reaction she’d been hoping for. 
Lily turned toward Bennett and smiled broadly, their hands still connected. “I can’t wait.”
 
***
 
Lily’s feet were tired, but she didn’t want to stop moving. There was so much to see. So much to experience. They’d made it to the Louvre after lunch, and now they were walking around Montmartre. She was enamored with the paintings displayed every few feet by local artists, a vibrancy in each stroke that captured emotion more expressively than anything she’d ever seen.
She especially didn’t want Bennett to stop holding on to her, as they’d found ways to do all day. A head on her shoulder while they were browsing in shops. A hand placed against the small of her back while they waited in lines. Their legs gently brushing in the cab when they’d needed to get to a faraway location in the city. It felt so natural, how they circled one another and came together, always finding their way back to one another.
Not that she had anyone to admit it to, but she felt like she was falling in love in Paris, with both the city and her traveling companion. She resisted the impulse to laugh at the absurdity of the thought, that someone like Bennett could feel the same way.
The sun began to set across the city as they sat on the steps of Sacré-Cœur together, drinking bottles of Heineken they’d bought from a street vendor. They sipped their beers and pointed at pretty buildings below them, talking about mundane things like whether they thought street performers could make a good living or why all the street vendors in Paris sold Heineken. They were in a bubble, no trace of the outside world to permeate or blemish the moment.
“It’s almost dark,” Bennett said as she finished her drink. “Did you want to go out for dinner tonight?”
“Does it make me a bad person if I say no? I’m afraid I’m going to fall asleep here in a few more minutes.” Bennett’s smile made Lily’s heart skip a beat, like she’d settled on the right answer before she’d known there was one.
“I’m actually glad you admitted it first. The hotel has room service, so we can just order that. Movie night?”
Lily tried to quiet the nervousness bubbling up inside of her. She followed Bennett down the steps to the neighborhood and walked silently as they looked for a taxi stand. The sun had set, and there were fairy lights strung about on some of the houses and buildings, a few across the narrow alleys they passed. They cut down one to head toward a busier street and grab a cab there, the city already coming to life again in preparation for a lively night.
The lights crisscrossed above them as they slipped through the alley, and Bennett’s hand enveloped Lily’s as she led her along. It was downright romantic, being whisked through the city streets like secret lovers running away together. Except they weren't running. They were going back to their hotel. Together.
Lily couldn’t tell the difference between excitement and nervousness when she was around Bennett anymore. Everything was charged like she’d get shocked at any moment. 
Bennett stilled when they were halfway through the alley, and Lily became aware of the sudden change and the stillness in the air. She took an instinctive step closer with the change of the moment. “What’s wrong?”
Bennett’s words came quickly. “This doesn’t need to change anything, but I have to do it.” She dropped her head down and found Lily’s lips with her own, sweet and welcoming and so, so sensual that Lily could barely make sense of the heat flooding through her body.
Bennett kissed her so sincerely that Lily felt like she’d been waiting a lifetime for it. Maybe she had. Bennett ran her tongue against Lily’s lower lip, and heat rolled low in her stomach as she tried to stay tethered to reality.
Her heart wanted to burst free from her chest when Bennett wrapped her arms gently around her hips and shifted her back slightly so that she leaned against the wall. 
Bennett separated their lips, but she stayed close, their breath mingling in the chilly night air as their foreheads leaned together. “Was that okay?” she asked, a vulnerability in her eyes Lily wasn’t used to seeing.
Lily leaned forward and placed a light kiss on Bennett’s lips before she overthought it. “How long have you wanted to do that?”
“I don’t know,” Bennett said, looking slightly unsure as she broke eye contact.
She decided to be brave and lifted her finger up to Bennett’s chin to pull her focus back to her. She felt alive, her words slipping out like liquid through a sieve. “I’ve wanted you to do that since I met you.”
Bennett smiled then, her face cracking into a grin that mirrored the excitement Lily had felt all day. “You could have saved me a lot of agonizing by telling me that.”
“I didn’t know this was something you wanted.”
“Lily,” Bennett said, pained. Her brows were drawn in frustration, her perfect lips pouted almost incredulously. “I brought you to Paris.” She enunciated the last word, like it should have clarified everything.
“I thought you wanted me for my excellent tour guide skills,” she teased, running her hands against Bennett’s jacket but wishing she could feel skin.
“This is just crazy,” Bennett said, leaning her face into the crook of Lily’s neck. “You drive me crazy.”
Warmth threaded through Lily’s body in spite of the chilly winter air, Bennett’s words and touch causing it to pool in her stomach. “You’re not alone in that.”
Bennett shifted her head back. “I’m not?”
“When we first met, we talked about how we could be anything we wanted to be here.” Lily bit the inside of her lip, pushing herself to say the words. “And what I want to be here, is with you.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Present Day
 
“I’m here!” Lily pushed into her parents’ house and dropped her purse at the door. She didn’t get back to the Brooklyn brownstone as often as she liked, but she tried to make it at least once a month for lunch.
Her mother popped her head out of the doorway leading to the kitchen. “Hi, sweetie. Come help me.”
“Typical,” Lily said with a laugh as she wandered into the kitchen. “I’m here two minutes and you’re already trying to put me to work.”
“Teamwork makes the dream work,” her mother said brightly.
“Be honest with me. Is that something you say to the kids at the library?” 
Her mother had been a public school teacher for thirty-five years, but now, she volunteered at their neighborhood library to fill her days. As far as Lily was concerned, those kids were lucky to have someone as awesome as Sadie Connor spending their day with them.
“It doesn’t mean it’s not true.” She pushed her graying hair out of her eyes and handed Lily a potato peeler. “Help me with these. My arthritis has been acting up.”
Lily took the utensil immediately and began peeling as she watched her mother closely. She was moving a little slower these days, although she was still spry at sixty-eight. Lily was the youngest of four, a surprise baby of sorts with her next closest sibling already fifteen when she’d been born and her oldest sibling twenty years older than she was.
Two of her siblings lived with their spouses in Denver, Colorado, and Raleigh, North Carolina, but her oldest sibling, June, who could theoretically be her mother, lived in New Jersey with her own family now. Lily’s nieces and nephews were closer in age to her than her siblings, so she’d always felt a little in the middle as far as her family came, though she knew they loved her.
“Mom, can I ask you a kinda weird question?” 
Sadie shifted her focus from the salad she was tossing and looked at Lily earnestly. “What’s that, honey?”
“You didn’t really seem to care when I came out to you. Why was that?”
“Why would I? I’ve worked with kids my whole life practically, and I’d already raised a few before you even came along. I was just happy you didn’t run circles around us getting into trouble given that we were a little older. You probably could have gotten a lot over on us.”
Lily smiled. She’d always followed the rules, and she’d never ruffled feathers as much as she could help it. A lot of kids whose parents had already raised a bunch of other kids may have taken advantage of her parents’ lax behavior, but she never did. She hadn’t wanted to make anything harder for them than it needed to be.
“I appreciated that, the acceptance right from the first time I told you. I just wanted you to know.”
“What’s this about? Are you doing all right?” Her mom wiped her hands on the towel hanging over her shoulder and put her palms down on the counter.
She didn’t get into the nitty-gritty of her love life with her mom, but she was always a good sounding board to talk to when Lily needed an ear. “I’m fine. I just ran into someone I knew in college. Her family was never okay with her being gay. I just can’t imagine that kind of rejection.”
“I had students whose parents struggled with them coming out. Times have changed a lot, but there’s still a long way to go. Some families get caught up in the life they want their children to have and not the life that will make their children happy. I feel bad for those kids, but I hope they find their way in life in spite of the difficulty.”
Lily smiled and walked around the counter to envelop her mother in a hug. “God, how did I get so lucky with you?”
“I feel the same way, baby girl. So tell me, how are things going with you? How’s work?”
Lily willed away the nervous bubble in her chest as she thought about how her personal and professional lives continued to collide at every turn. “I’m taking on more responsibility at work. It’s really exciting.”
“I’m just glad you’re happy. Have you been dating at all?”
Lily rolled her eyes. Gay or straight, her mom still wanted her to settle down. “Not so much. Work’s been busy, and I’m focusing on that.”
Her mom refocused her attention on lunch. “And what about this friend you mentioned? The one you knew in college?”
Oh, you know, I just thought she was the love of my life and we’d spend forever together. “What about her?”
“Are you dating?”
Lily couldn’t hide her blush as she went back to peeling potatoes. “It’s complicated, but absolutely not.”
“Love always is, Lily. You know, I was engaged to another man when I met your father.”
Lily dropped her potato peeler. “Excuse me?”
“I was engaged to a man because my parents felt like it was a good fit. And luckily, I didn’t go through with it. I was friends with your father during that time, and I realized what a horrible mistake it would have been to not marry for love.”
“But... what if someone has that thing with someone and still makes the choice to play it safe?”
“Nothing is permanent. Life is just a series of choices, one leading to the next. You can always make a new choice, find a new path. Maybe it wasn’t the right choice then, but things are different now.”
Lily bit the inside of her cheek. “I don’t think they are.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, but I know you’ll find the right person for you. Someone that makes you feel complete.”
Lily didn’t know anymore. Not because she was too old by any stretch but because she didn’t know if she could trust someone, open herself up again to the world of hurt she’d experienced. How did people willingly put themselves through that again and again in search of the right person? And what was right was relative. People changed. Grew apart. Wanted different things. For everyone’s focus on Lily getting a love life, they failed to accept how tenuous it all was, how she couldn’t control the outcome.
She caught her mom staring at her across the counter, a knowing look that only came with years of experience, far more experience than Lily had under her own belt. “I can finish getting lunch ready,” her mother said. “Why don’t you go find your father and say hello.”
Lily gave her mom a quick kiss and wandered through the house, back toward the den where she knew her father was watching television. Her mom had lived a lot longer than she had, but Lily didn’t know if she’d tangoed with anyone close to as infuriating as the emotional tornado that was Bennett Burke.
 
***
 
By the time Bennett walked into the bakery, she wanted to fall asleep standing up. Her mother was still giving her the silent treatment, and Donovan was still absent from work. She’d been left to pick up tasks in his absence, a common occurrence. It was all without thanks, but being named as her father’s successor soon enough would be the acknowledgment she needed. 
People in Bennett’s world didn’t say thanks; they just piled additional expectations on top of one another, and she was left to get stronger or crumble beneath the weight. So far, she hadn’t crumbled, and she’d be damned if she fell apart now.
Lily stepped into the bakery minutes behind her, dressed in a dark wool coat and boots that went up to almost her thighs. Bennett groaned. Was life trying to torture her? She hadn’t been looking forward to this meeting, now wondering if she could feign illness and leave early.
“Nora must really trust you,” Lily said as she slipped her coat from her frame. Bennett tried not to stare at the purple dress Lily wore, perfectly fitted to her body.
“What’s that?” she asked, lost in staring.
“Nora and Antonio must really trust you to pick their wedding cake.”
“Honestly, I don’t really think they care. Nora is doing this whole thing to appease her parents.”
“Have you talked to her?”
“Sporadically. Mostly through text. She’s always been a bit of a free spirit, so this really isn’t a surprise.”
Lily looked at her closely then, her eyes wandering over Bennett’s face. “Are you doing okay?”
Bennett tugged her lip inside her mouth to stop from crying. No one had asked her that in longer than she could remember except for Nora, and the fact that it came from someone who wished she wasn’t even around made it worse. “I’m fine. And she’s back soon, so I can return to my regularly scheduled programming.”
“What’s that?”
“What’s what?”
“What do you normally do? When you’re not busy with this stuff?” Lily gestured toward the small, open waiting area with a few tables situated in front of a counter displaying cakes.
Bennett shrugged. “Work.”
“For your family’s company?” 
God, it sounded lame when Lily said it like that. “Yes.”
“Well, at least you followed through on your plan.” Lily didn’t sound angry, more so resigned to what had happened between them.
She turned toward her suddenly, surprising Bennett with the quick movement. “Was it worth it?”
“What?” she asked. Although she knew exactly what Lily meant, she hadn’t been prepared to have this conversation today.
Lily’s lips were turned downward, like she was disappointed in Bennett’s evasiveness. “You know what.”
Bennett mirrored Lily’s frown. “I thought we agreed not to talk about personal things on the work clock. That was your rule, remember?”
“I guess you were never much of a rule breaker,” Lily goaded, a surprising amount of fire in her eyes.
“What’s changed? You didn’t want to have this conversation, and now, suddenly, you want to get into the weeds?” Bennett bit back harsher than intended, tired and frustrated, even if it shouldn’t have been directed at Lily.
“I think my curiosity finally got the better of me. How often do you get to ask all your unanswered questions?”
Bennett ran her fingers through her hair and did everything she could to avoid looking at Lily. “I don’t think I can give you the answers you want.”
“If not you, then who?”
Before Bennett had to fumble for an answer, the baker stepped out from the backroom with a wide smile on her face. “Hi. So sorry I was running late. I’m Gwen. I have everything prepared, so why don’t you two take a seat. Are you the brides?”
Bennett’s face went white, and she couldn’t bear to look at Lily. But now the consummate professional, Lily stepped up. “No. I’m the wedding planner, and this is the maid of honor. The bride and groom are out of town, so we’re coming in their place.”
Gwen lifted a brow. “A little unorthodox. I hope there won’t be any issues with you choosing the final product.”
“Not at all,” Lily said quickly. “We’re happy to have the bride and groom or us sign waivers if it would make you more comfortable.” Bennett sat up straighter in her chair. How nice Lily had learned all about contracts within the world of the elite.
“Okay. Perfect,” Gwen said, the smile returning. “I’ll be back in a minute.” She disappeared quickly back through the double doors.
Bennett was struck by the situation they’d found themselves in, trying wedding cakes like their lives had played out differently. It was so close to feeling like it could be real that Bennett wanted to melt into the fantasy and pretend things were different. The set of Lily’s jaw told her that wouldn’t be wise.
“So, have you done this before, where the bride and groom weren’t around?”
Lily moved over to the table, and Bennett followed. “I’ve seen a lot of strange things over the past five years. I had a bride and groom that disliked each other so much they barely spent any time together, including having separate residences. All of the planning was done separately. It was like planning two separate weddings.”
Bennett cocked her head to the side. “Why were they getting married?”
“I don’t know, probably money, or because someone else thought they looked good together.” Lily clasped her hands in front of her. “But that’s not the norm. Most people are very excited, even if they’d rather do something smaller than a huge, extravagant wedding.”
“And that’s where you come in...”
“That’s where I come in. I’m the buffer. I help people navigate the most stressful day of their lives.”
Bennett needed to stop herself from asking questions because the things she was learning about Lily now only made her like her more. “Do you like it?”
“I like things about it. I like that it’s variable. There’s a framework and a process to follow, but every wedding is different. It’s like a new puzzle every time, but I’m still good at solving puzzles.”
“You were always clever like that.”
Lily looked at her then, eyes wide and clear, adding weight to the moment. “Clever with my mind but not with my heart.”
“What happened wasn’t your fault. You have to know that.”
“Maybe I’m not talking about you.”
Bennett lifted an eyebrow. “Really? That’s how you want to play it?”
The doors swung open as Gwen walked from the back room with a tray filled with various cake and icing combinations. She moved deftly toward the table and deposited the sample pieces in front of them. “Thanks for your patience. We’re a little short-staffed today, but I’m going to start by walking you through the cake flavors while you try each one.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “Sound good?”
Bennett resisted the urge to get up and leave, but she stayed rooted in place, wondering what she could possibly ever ask from Nora to repay the torture she was enduring. “Sounds great.”
 
***
 
Lily had been waiting for this day for a month. After every awkward meeting with Bennett, Nora Southerland was back in town, and as of today, Bennett’s services as the impromptu wedding liaison were no longer needed.
The three of them were going to meet to go over any details, and that would be that. Besides seeing Bennett at the wedding, it was unlikely Lily would need to spend any more time with her.
She sighed and pushed open the door to the wine bar, the same one where she’d met Bennett a few weeks ago. Even though Bennett had pushed the off-site location initially, Lily realized she liked having meetings outside of the office, one of the first changes she’d been ruminating on making when she was in charge.
Her office would always be available, but there was something more relaxed about meeting in public. It became more of a conversation than an interview, having a drink and chatting in a way that made things quickly comfortable. She’d given the option to a few other current clients, and most of them had taken her up on it. 
Lily sat at her normal high-top, a few minutes early for the meeting. There was already a menu on the table, so she scanned it idly without paying much attention. She knew what she was ordering, and the waitress—Alice, she thought it was—materialized at her side within seconds 
“Heya, stranger.” Alice scanned her appraisingly, a wide smile on her face. So what if Lily had tried to look extra good tonight? Her hair was perfectly tousled, and her lips sported a bright lipstick she wore infrequently but that contrasted nicely with her navy blazer.
“Hi. Alice, right?” she asked, although she knew she remembered correctly. It was her job to remember everyone. She never knew when it could come in handy.
“Exactly.” Alice beamed. “Sadly, I don’t think I ever got your name.”
“Lily,” she said, extending her hand to introduce herself officially. 
“Nice to meet you, Lily. And did you want the cava again tonight?”
Lily smiled. “Good memory. And yes, if you still have it in, that sounds perfect.”
While Alice was off grabbing her drink, Nora and Bennett walked in the door, Nora looking happy and radiant like her ridiculously timed vacation had done her well. But Nora had always been sweet, and Lily was excited to have the opportunity to help see her wedding through to the finish line.
“Hi, Nora,” she said, hopping down from her chair. “So good to see you. How was your trip?”
“The best,” Nora said brightly. “Thanks for making tonight work.”
Lily waved her off. “Nonsense. Always happy to accomodate you. Have a seat,” she said, gesturing toward one of the two free seats situated around the table.
Nora draped her jacket around the back of the chair as Bennett did the same, and Lucy had to stop her eyes from following Bennett like a predator. Tonight, she wore a black dress that hugged her curves, accentuated by a deep V-neck that showed the edges of the swell of her breasts. Her hair was down, flowing in gentle waves around her shoulders, her eyes smoky and deep. 
Lily’s stomach dropped low, her skin growing hot. She cleared her throat and made eye contact. “Bennett. Nice to see you again.”
“You too,” Bennett said with a sincere smile as she took her chair.
Alice returned with her drink and quickly took Nora and Bennett’s orders, although she didn’t stay to chat.
“Bennett has been excellent in your absence,” Lily said, beaming a smile at Nora. Whether that was true or not didn’t matter. She knew it was what Nora wanted to hear.
“I find that hard to believe,” Nora said with a laugh. 
Bennett lifted an eyebrow, her eyes light. “Really, Nora? You’re going to give me shit for keeping the ship afloat?”
Nora resisted a snort. “We know Lily did all the heavy lifting. I was just happy to hear she didn’t fire us as clients by the time we got home.”
Bennett gave Nora some side-eye. “Really? Really, Nora? It’s gonna be like that?” 
Lily tried to focus, difficult given how relaxed Bennett looked tonight, more than she had in the last month she’d seen her. Maybe she was happy this whole song and dance was over, too. As she’d put it, she could go back to her “regularly scheduled programming.” Lily disliked how much the thought bothered her, so she willed it away. 
“Anyway,” Lily said, taking control of the conversation. “Everything went smoothly in your absence. We’re still up to speed and everything is on track.”
“Look at you two. A regular dream team,” Nora said looking back and forth between Lily and Bennett.
Lily scooted a piece of paper forward on the table. “The only thing we really need is for you to sign this form.”
Nora lifted an eyebrow. She was easygoing, but she wasn’t dumb. “What’s this?” she asked, scanning the paper.
“They made us get it when we picked your wedding cake. Apparently, they didn’t trust that we’d been allowed to make such a grave decision,” Bennett said, unable to hide her laughter.
“I’ll have you know wedding cakes are serious business,” Lily said, although she understood Bennett’s sentiment. “We had to keep our original meeting because that place books up for weddings years in advance.”
“Well, I’m dying to hear. What did you pick?”
Lily spoke for the group, since it was her life on the line. “Bittersweet chocolate with vanilla bean buttercream and a salted chocolate ganache.”
“Sounds heavenly.” Nora picked up the pen on the table and scribbled her signature on the form. “Anyway, we were going to grab dinner. I think you should come along. No work talk, I promise,” Nora said, making a cross over her heart.
“Oh, I don’t want to impose. Seems like you two have a lot of catching up to do.” Lily fidgeted in her seat, the offer simultaneously the best and worst idea she’d heard all night.
“Nonsense. We’d love to have you join if you’re free.”
Lily looked at Bennett, silent during the exchange. She wished she’d give her some type of sign to run away if she wasn’t welcome, but Bennett continued to stare down at the menu without speaking, flipping it between her fingers. They were fingers Lily remembered all too well, although she pushed that out of her mind, too.
Alice dropped the new drinks off, and Lily made herself resist drinking her own in a single gulp.
She held her glass up to cheers with the other two, pasting a smile on her face. “All right then. Looks like we’re all heading to dinner.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Paris, 2013
 
Bennett’s body was alight. How had she made it so long without kissing Lily? After they finally pulled apart in the alley, the cab ride back to the hotel had been quiet. So quiet that Bennett worried Lily had changed her mind, that they’d get back to the brightly lit room only for Lily to realize the kiss had been a mistake.
Bennett’s whole body thrummed when she thought about it, so she hoped that wasn’t the case as they walked through the lobby and waited for the elevator. And then again as they waited for the elevator to arrive at their floor. And again as they walked down the carpeted hall to their room. Bennett fumbled with her key card, her fingers fidgety as she tried to slide the plastic into the reader.
She finally managed to unlock the door and pushed it open to allow Lily to head in first, worried she might dash off into the night. When she shut the door and turned back toward the room, Lily stood in front of her, hands clasped together. Bennett couldn’t resist the slight laugh that pushed out, Lily looking so serious despite the beanie she wore with the puff ball on top.
“This isn’t a joke to me, Bennett.”
Bennett stilled and stood up straight. “This isn’t a joke to me either.”
Lily chewed the inside of her lip and finally separated her hands to slip the beanie from her head. “I mean, I’m not trying to build some study abroad sexual experience collection.”
“Is that what you think I’m doing? Because I don’t think that’s the impression I’ve given you.”
“I just...” Lily ran her fingers through her hair and took a deep breath. “Have you seen yourself? You’re beautiful, rich, and I have no doubt you’ll be wildly successful at life. None of this makes sense,” she finished, almost like she was talking to herself.
Bennett took a step forward. “And you’re beautiful, talented, and I have no doubt you’ll be wildly successful at life, too.” Lily refused to meet her stare, so she took another small step and placed her finger under Lily’s chin, drawing it upward so she had to look at her. “You smell amazing. You have no problem with my horrible taste in movies. You make me feel seen.” Lily bit her lip, her eyes wide. “And I couldn’t add it to the list until a little while ago, but you kissing me made me forget how to breathe.”
“You kissed me,” Lily corrected, her lips turning upward in a surprisingly confident smirk.
“And how was that for you?” Bennett asked, taking a chance as she slipped her hands around Lily’s waist and pulled her closer.
“If I had to give it a grade, you might receive a perfect score.” Lily shifted again under Bennett’s touch, but she didn’t pull away. “I don’t know if I’m the best judge, though. I don’t have a lot of experience in this area.”
Was that what this was about? Lily worried she wouldn’t be good enough? Bennett wished Lily could understand how her body felt right now. Then there’d be no doubt of just how intensely Lily had worked her way under Bennett’s skin. 
“I don’t either. At least not with women,” Bennett said honestly. And not many men, but that was not even a possible comparison.
“Aren’t you worried this will change things between us?”
“I hope it will change things for the better. That I can run my hands down your side when we’re watching movies. And that I can kiss you when you’re making fun of me for something to shut you up.” Bennett leaned forward and brushed their noses together, Lily’s breath warm against her lips. “I’d really like to kiss you again,” she whispered into the small space between their mouths.
Lily leaned forward and connected their lips. Her arms wrapped around Bennett’s neck as she pulled her in closer, possessive in a way that she’d never expected from Lily but that caused the butterflies to return and her pulse to beat deep and uneven.
She shifted her lips and deepened the kiss, all of her fears and worries about what happened next falling away. The taste of Lily on her tongue was the only thing she could think about, anchoring her to the moment in a way she desperately needed.
She lifted one of her hands to Lily’s face, gently cupping the space where her neck and jawline met, just below her ear. The touch elicited an involuntary purr from Lily as Bennett’s thumb made small circles on her skin.
“Bennett,” Lily breathed into her mouth. “Let’s get in bed.”
“Okay.” Oh god. They were doing this. Or at least something beyond what she’d considered. They’d slept in bed at least a dozen times together at this point, but this was different. This was so different. Bennett’s heart hammered in her chest, and she allowed Lily to lead her into the bedroom. The bed had been perfectly made by the housekeeping staff, so smooth she wondered if their bodies would leave imprints when they lay down. “Are you sure?”
Lily smiled and lifted her sweater over her head quickly. “I’m not sure about anything, but I know I want you. And I know there’s no way I can sleep next to you tonight without touching you.”
Bennett’s center coiled, and she couldn’t remember a time in her life when she’d been this turned on. Lily stood in front of her, next to the bed, wearing a simple black bra, the smooth, light skin of her chest dusted with freckles. Bennett moved to her quickly, before the spell was broken, shedding her own shirt in the process. When she arrived in front of Lily, she connected their bodies. She loved the way Lily’s skin felt against her stomach and leaned into the warmth and connection.
Lily pushed forward to crash their mouths together, her fingers digging into Bennett’s sides. She spun Bennett around and pushed her toward the bed until the backs of her knees hit the mattress. But Lily didn’t stop, pushing her body further so that Bennett fell backward onto the bed, her calves hanging over the side.
“You’re gorgeous, Bennett,” Lily said as she motioned with her hand for Bennett to shift up the bed. 
What the fuck was happening? Had this Lily existed the whole time Bennett had known her? Her center throbbed from Lily’s suddenly decisive nature. She obeyed, shifting positions quickly and scuttling up to the pillows to lay back down.
Lily climbed on top of her then, one leg on each side of Bennett’s thighs, and she kissed her so intensely that Bennett couldn’t stop as her nails trailed down Lily’s back, pulling Lily into her. Lily shifted her hips downward as they continued to kiss, and the butterflies escaped into her veins, flapping wildly through her body.
“What do you want, Bennett?” Lily asked, so sweetly that Bennett almost came apart under her then. She’d had orgasms on her own before, but never with another person.
What did she want? She wanted to do this forever and ever with Lily in every way imaginable. “I want you to touch me. I want to touch you.”
“You should take off your pants,” Lily said as she sat up on her knees and began undoing the button on her own jeans.
 
***
 
“Room service will be here in a few minutes,” Bennett said as she cuddled against Lily’s naked body. 
It had been hours since they’d gotten back to the hotel room, Lily’s body simultaneously wired and tired, her limbs heavy from exertion. And her jaw ached. She hadn’t been expecting that, but damn if she wasn’t pleased with why.
She snuggled against Bennett, who still wore her bathrobe from when she’d gone to find the room service menu. Lily slipped her fingers inside the robe. She ghosted her fingers across Bennett’s flat stomach, loving how her muscles contracted under the touch.
“So, no regrets?” Lily asked with as much confidence as she could muster.
Bennett shook her head back and forth emphatically. “No regrets. Well, I mean... I do have one...”
Lily’s stomach dropped. “What?”
“That we didn’t do this sooner. We’ve been sharing a room together for a month. Imagine all the time we missed out on...”
A flutter erupted in Lily’s heart as she tried to temper the feeling. She thought it had been good for Bennett, at least Bennett’s sounds and movements had led her to think that was the case, but she still needed the assurance that it hadn’t been her own fantastical imagination playing tricks on her.
There was a knock on the door, and Bennett stood up quickly. “Don’t you dare move. Or put clothing on. I’ll be back in a minute.” She skipped out of the bedroom, and Lily heard the room door open a few seconds later.	When Bennett returned after some unintelligible conversation with the delivery person, she pushed a cart into the room that carried more than enough food for a large family.
“Really?” Lily asked as she sat up, pulling the covers over her chest and staring at the trays.
“I’m hungry. You can’t tell me you didn’t work up an appetite.” Bennett lifted a brow, daring Lily to disagree. “Good. Now you stay there. I shall serve you dinner in bed.”
Lily laughed at Bennett’s poor impression of some hybrid British-French accent. “What if we spill something?”
“Then we’ll make a nest and sleep on the floor tonight. I don’t care. I don’t care about anything or anyone except you and me and what’s happening in this room right now.”
Lily couldn’t argue with that logic. She barely knew what planet she was on anymore. “Okay. What did you get?” Bennett had been surprisingly secretive about her menu options when she’d ordered.
Bennett looked caught, and she tugged her bottom lip between her teeth. It was hard for Lily not to think about all those places her lips had been tonight. “I got one of everything.”
“Bennett. You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“I didn’t know what you wanted! And I didn’t want you to have to make any tough choices.”
Lily accepted the moment she’d found herself in. The food was already here, so there was really no point in making a scene about it. “Well, then, I shall allow you to begin dinner service.” Lily began to pat the bed. “Bell! Where is my bell?” She held her hand over her head in mock frustration. “You can forget your tip after this.”
Bennett smirked and moved toward the bed with a tray of food and two forks. “No need. I feel I’ve already been very well taken care of,” she answered, her voice dripping with innuendo.
“Oh my god. You cannot say things like that to me right now. I will forget there’s a...” Her voice trailed off as she looked at the plate. “What’s that in bed with us?”
“Salmon. There’s also a steak if that’s more your style.”
Lily’s mouth began to water when the delicious scents wafted toward her. “Salmon is perfect.”
Bennett crawled back into bed carefully and scooted up toward the headboard. “Then dinner is served,” she said before she gave Lily a quick kiss on the cheek.
Even more than the having sex, which was absolutely mindblowing and something Lily wanted to do at every possible free moment moving forward, it was the little things that made her pulse thrum and her heart flutter. The touches. The kisses. The way Bennett nestled her head against Lily’s shoulder.
“Do you want to watch something?” Lily tilted her head at the television mounted on the wall across from them.
“Do you think they have The
Fast & The Furious in French?”
Lily laughed but tried not to jostle too much for fear of spilling the food. “I’m sure we can find you a nicely dubbed French movie on French television in Paris, France.”
Bennett looked at her, wide eyes and a broad smile. “Wait... we’re in France?”
Lily lowered her head and shook it back and forth slowly. “All of my effort as a tour guide, and you don’t even know where we are.”
“That’s not true,” Bennett said, her smile growing shy. “I know that wherever I’m with you is my favorite place I’ve been.”
 
***
 
Bennett shifted her arm and pulled Lily closer so that they connected from their shoulders all the way down to their feet. The sun was beginning to stream through the curtains, the early morning sunrise bathing Lily’s body in a halo of light that made her look like an angel dropped from Heaven. 
Lily still slept soundly, and Bennett traced patterns up and down Lily’s arm, her body shifting slightly with the touch.
Bennett was gone, so very gone. This had been the best twenty-four hours of her life, and all she could think about was finding a way to bottle it and keep it forever, keep Lily forever. Or at least as long as Lily wanted to spend time with her. She tried to temper the heavy, intense emotions coursing through her body, but she didn’t know if that would be possible.
A million unhelpful thoughts flitted through her mind. What would they tell people in their program? And what would they do after study abroad was over? They lived on opposite sides of the country, and more importantly, her parents would never accept her coming out. 
That’s why studying abroad had been so appealing: getting far enough away from their reach to experience life for herself, unencumbered with their expectations and prejudices.
Her stomach grew heavy when she thought about her conversation with Lily the night before. Her promise that she didn’t want this to be some experiment she had while abroad. It wasn’t that, not even close, but she didn’t know how who she was and who her parents wanted her to be could ever live in harmony. 
They still had months together, so there was no point in dredging up the what-ifs and problems for a future time when they’d barely started enjoying the now. There were so many places she wanted to take Lily. So many things she wanted to see and do and experience with her.
They’d figure it out. Until then, Bennett didn’t want to put even more of an expiration date on their time together. Letting things happen organically was what needed to happen, and if Lily brought up the future, she’d think about what was possible.
In the here and now, all she could think about was how well Lily fit into her body. How she’d made Bennett feel things she didn’t know she’d been capable of feeling. Shy, quiet Lily had a side of her that she kept hidden from the world, but she’d let Bennett see it last night.
Bennett’s mind finally quieted as Lily began to stir next to her. She waited a few seconds before Lily rolled over, a broad, sleepy smile on her face. 
Lily snuggled into Bennett’s sternum. “Good morning.”
“Morning.” Bennett wrapped her arm around Lily’s hip and pulled her closer. “What do you want to do today?”
“This?” Lily said sleepily.
Bennett laughed. “We can absolutely do this if you want, but I don’t want you to miss out on experiencing the city because you’re holed up in a hotel room with me.”
“First of all, it’s a very nice hotel room. And secondly, we have enough food to feed us for days.”
“Well then, I propose we do what makes sense.”
Lily opened her eyes fully and stared at Bennett. “And what’s that?”
“Well, we have all the time in our room in London to be together, along with every night we travel.” Bennett blushed. “Not that I expect you to do everything with me.”
Lily’s hand snaked from under the covers before it settled along her earlobe, massaging it gently. “You couldn’t afford my tour guide retainer.”
“That may very well be the case. This really was a full-service package,” she said, trying to resist laughing.
“What can I say? I aim to please.” There was a hint of pride in Lily’s voice that made Bennett’s heart swell. If only Lily knew what she did to her.
“I was definitely
pleased.”
“So anyway,” Lily said, shaking off the last wisps of sleep and focusing on the conversation, “what makes sense to you?”
“We run around cities. We eat. We have fun. We enjoy being with one another. And then, we come back to our room together, wherever we are, and we do what we want.”
Lily sat up in the bed. Their bed. “I find your terms agreeable.” Bennett couldn’t stop herself as she reached out and gently ran her thumb across Lily’s exposed nipple, the sensitive bud puckering with the contact. “Bennett,” Lily said with a quick intake of breath. “Doing that is not going to encourage me to leave the bed.”
“I didn’t say what time we needed to leave to explore the city.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
Present Day
 
Bennett sat in her chair at the restaurant but didn’t know where to focus. Not at the decor, which reminded her of the last trip she’d taken to Paris, and not at the menu, scrawled mostly in French, which made her think of a different time in her life. She wanted to kill Nora, but she bit back her frustration and took a sip of wine, the bottle in the middle of everyone on the table.
“Is Antonio not coming?” Lily asked once they’d been seated for a few minutes.
“He’s away for work.” Nora shot Bennett a glance that she assumed was lost on Lily. Antonio had stayed in Mexico to spend some additional time with his family.
“So...” Bennett said, the conversation awkwardly forced. “If we can’t talk about our work and we can’t talk about the wedding, which is Lily’s work, what are we allowed to talk about?”
Lily shot her a look she didn’t quite understand. She’d tried to be on her best behavior tonight, knowing until the wedding this might be the last time she saw Lily. 
It was all ending too soon, just like it had last time, but Lily didn’t seem to—well, she didn’t really know what Lily wanted. Their conversations were painful, a lot of hurt mingled with the small sentences they managed around one another. Maybe it wouldn’t get easier since nothing had changed, and maybe Bennett needed to accept that.
“How was your vacation?” Lily asked as she took a small sip of wine. Bennett was transfixed as she watched Lily’s neck lengthen, her head tilted back.
“Wonderful. We met so many fantastic people.”
“Where did you go again?” Lily’s words were innocent, and Bennett watched Nora closely to follow her lead.
“Europe. We bumped around a bit. A pre-honeymoon of sorts.”
“That sounds lovely. Europe can be a bit drab this time of year, but the architecture and culture make up for it.”
“I assume you’ve travelled there, judging from your wistful reverence?” Nora asked.
Bennett watched as the tips of Lily’s ears turned red, at least the one she could see that wasn’t hidden under her hair. “A while ago.”
“That’s great. I begrudge my parents for a lot of things, but the chance to see the world isn’t one of them. Do you have any favorite cities?”
The flush had slithered to Lily’s cheeks now, and she took another long sip of wine. “They all have their own merits.”
Bennett tried not to lean forward, embarrassingly curious about what Lily would say. Nora didn’t know the situation, and she hoped it didn’t come out at dinner.
Nora laughed and reached for the bottle in the middle of the table. “You’re being awfully vague. Did you moonlight as a CIA agent before going into weddings? You make it sound like your visits need to be kept secret.” That was rich, coming from Nora right now.
Lily sat up a little straighter, like she had remembered that Nora was a client. “Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “It was a while ago and I’ve been so busy with work the last few years. But really, it’s hard to pick a favorite. The places I visited were all wonderful for different reasons.”
“Like what?” Bennett pushed. “I’ve always loved Paris.”
Something flashed in Lily’s eyes, but she tempered it and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Paris was great. Breathtaking views, although the same could be said for many European cities.”
“Berlin is a close second. It’s not an especially beautiful city, but I don’t think it gets enough credit.” If looks could kill, Bennett would be dead right now. But being dead and not feeling anything felt a lot like the same thing these days, and she welcomed the frustrated emotions etched across Lily’s face.
Lily clenched her jaw then. “Definitely.”
“Oh man,” Nora said, already breaking into a fit of laughter. “I did shrooms in Berlin a few years ago. I highly recommend it.”
“You also could have just gone to Central Park,” Bennett said, rolling her eyes. Bennett knew the story of the time Nora had run off with a boyfriend for an unexpected weekend away. She hadn’t stopped talking for months about how in tune with the world she’d felt.
“Where’s the fun in that?” Nora’s eyes were light. “So, Lily, what was your favorite part of Berlin?”
Lily finally looked truly uncomfortable, and Bennett worried she’d pushed things too far. After a few seconds of quiet contemplation, Lily finally spoke up. “It sounds like a cop-out, but really, all of it. I was only in London for a semester abroad, so much different than visiting often, but I tried to pack in as much as I could.”
“Practical.” Nora beamed. “Bennett studied abroad, too. Where did you study again, B?”
“London,” she pushed out, worried her voice would betray her. Too many lies tonight. Too many feelings. Too many webs she hadn’t considered would intersect with one another. 
She hated the look etched across Lily’s face, and when Lily excused herself to go to the restroom, Bennett made up some flimsy excuse about taking a work call to follow her. This last month, all she felt like she was doing was chasing Lily down hallways, trying to steal a moment and pretend like everything was fine.
As she slipped into the bathroom, she glanced around the opulent interior to see if anyone else was in there. “Lily?” she asked, her voice slightly breathless.
The voice came from the stall at the end of the row. “I don’t want to do this right now, Bennett.”
She walked to the door. “I’m sorry. I want to apologize.”
“I accept your apology. Go away.”
Bennett ran her hands down her dress and tried the handle, surprised as it pushed forward.
“A two-hundred-dollar-per-person restaurant, and they don’t even have doors that fucking lock?” Lily asked as she exited the stall and stared at herself in the mirror. Bennett turned as she passed by, looking at her reflection. Lily’s eyes were rimmed red, her rosy lips turned downward.
Guilt bubbled in Bennett’s stomach. “I’m sorry I pushed things too far.”
Lily turned around and leaned against the sink, folding her arms across her chest. “I told you I can’t do this, Bennett.”
Her stomach lurched as the guilt bubbled up to a boil, but she took another step forward. “I’m sorry. Nora doesn’t know, if that’s what you’re worried about. She doesn’t know about us.”
Lily let out a strangled sob, her tousled hair brushing back and forth against her shoulders as she shook her head. “I wouldn’t expect her to. For all of your declarations, you did quite a good job of keeping your lives separate.”
The words pooled in Bennett’s chest, the truth of the statement like an anchor dropping into the sea. The frantic energy that had been plaguing her collapsed in on itself. She stilled, unable to understand what the next step was. Maybe honesty? That was something she hadn’t tried in years. “I loved you so much. I’m sorry it wasn’t enough for me to do the right thing.”
Lily righted her posture as Bennett took another step closer. “You should go back with Nora. I just need a minute.” The pain in Lily’s voice was evident; the fact that Bennett had been the one to cause it made the throaty words sound worse.
“I’m sorry.” She said the words again, wondering if they would change anything. “I’m sorry.” Again, like it was an incantation she had to repeat. “I’m so sorry,” she said as her voice quivered. She took a step closer, their bodies almost touching.
Lily put her hand up to Bennett’s chest, holding it there but not pushing her away. “Don’t.”
“Don’t what?” Bennett said, enveloping Lily’s hand in her own. The hurt on Lily’s face was so pronounced it was as clear as if it were her nose or her lips or her eyes. “Don’t love you? Don’t be sorry for what happened? Don’t wish every day I could make things right?”
Bennett wasn’t prepared as Lily’s body pushed forward and pinned her against the wall. Lily’s mouth was on her, hot and angry as she bit Bennett’s bottom lip, so hard she thought Lily might draw blood. Bennett didn’t care. She’d waited so long for this again. She ran her tongue against Lily’s bottom lip, begging for entry and wondering how far this could go.
Bennett placed her hands on Lily’s hips and pulled her closer, like they’d done so many times before, and just like that Lily snapped back to reality, her lips wet, her mouth drawn into a surprised O as she pulled away. A second passed, and then her face hardened, her eyes narrowing. She looked at Bennett like she saw right through her, like she found her lacking. 
Lily stepped backward and ran her hands down her blazer, slightly wrinkled from Bennett’s fingers pushing against it. She turned around quickly and appraised herself in the mirror, avoiding eye contact with Bennett before she ran her finger against her lip and wiped off any rogue lipstick.
And then Lily turned back toward Bennett, her eyes dark, although it looked like a lack of emotion, not depth. “I, however unprofessional, am going to go out there and tell Nora I’m not feeling well. This will not happen again, Bennett. We had a history, fine, but I need you to respect the reality of the situation. You’re jeopardizing my career by pushing this, and now it’s my turn to be selfish and put my future before anything else.” Lily stared at her harshly. “You can’t just say words and make things better.”
Lily didn’t wait for an answer. She slipped from the bathroom without another word, Bennett listening as the door closed behind her.
 
***
 
Lily had imagined Diane Southerland walking into her office and firing her so many times over the past few days that when she finally did show up at Lily’s door, she thought it was another hallucination. 
“Good morning, Lily,” Diane said brightly, entering the room without knocking and taking a seat across from Lily’s desk.
She shook her head and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. She didn’t wear them all the time, but with the sleepless nights plaguing her, contacts weren’t a possibility when she woke up in the morning. “Morning, Diane. To what do I owe this pleasure?”
“Just checking in. I’ve been wrapping up a few things, but I came to tell you that Nora has been absolutely raving about your work.”
Raving mad? Lily stopped herself from saying that out loud. “That’s so nice to hear. She’s been a joy to work with.”
“That’s nice of you to say,” Diane said with a laugh. “She told me that she ran off to Europe for a month and left you to deal with the maid of honor. Classic Nora.”
Lily sat back in her chair. “It was fine. Bennett showed up to all the appointments on time. Everything is on schedule.” Bennett’s name felt strange and weighted on her tongue, and she refused to think about their last meeting as embarrassment welled in her body.
Diane didn’t seem to notice Lily’s discomfort. “Those two... Thick as thieves since almost birth. How they ended up so different than their parents, I’ll never know. I’m happy they did, though.”
Do not go down this path. “What do you mean?” Lily cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind me asking.”
“Nora spent a lot of time with me growing up, so maybe that’s where she got it, though I don’t take any credit for the amazing woman she’s become. I wasn’t a family favorite with my lifestyle of single womanhood and picking a career for love and not money, but Nora refused to stay away. I’d spend time with the two of them every summer, but it’s become less frequent with my busy schedule.”
Lily imagined gawky, gangly tween Bennett, probably with braces and long, dark hair parted in the middle. She shook her head. That was ridiculous. Bennett was probably wearing Dior at thirteen and sneaking into nightclubs. “I’m sure they were a pair.”
“They were. The two of them even lived with me in Manhattan for a summer. I think it was before their senior year of college. Nora was up at Vassar, so they didn’t get to see one another a whole lot.” Diane smiled fondly and looked lost in the past for a moment.
Why couldn’t she seem to escape Bennett these days? “It’s great they had you. That must have been a fun summer!”
“You know,” Diane said, tapping her nails on the glass desktop, “it was strange. Nora went out, but Bennett barely left the apartment if she wasn’t dragged out.”
Lily tried not to shift too much in her seat. “School can be stressful. Maybe she just needed some time to decompress. I’m sure UCLA’s a difficult balance.”
“Wow, you two must have hit it off during wedding planning! Not that it’s a secret where she went to school, but I know her family hates when she brings it up.”
She hadn’t known there was a worse idea than kissing Bennett again, but apparently she’d found it as her questions continued to tumble out in spite of her mind’s protests. “Why’s that?”
Diane shifted toward her conspiratorially. “I had always thought Nora’s parents were a bit out of touch, but Bennett’s make them look like freewheeling hippie children. That’s why I was always so happy when the girls spent time with me. I wanted them to live their lives and figure out what their own paths looked like. I was so proud of Bennett when she put her foot down and told them she was going to UCLA.”
“I don’t understand. UCLA is a good school.” Lily’s heart hammered in her chest as memories of the past welled up inside her. She’d said those same words to Bennett once upon a time, and she didn’t understand the situation anymore this time around.
“It’s hard to explain. Mostly because it’s idiotic. Their issues are not rooted in logic. I feel so badly for both of those girls.” Diane looked down at her watch, her eyes drawing upward. “So sorry, Lily. Time got away from me, but I’ve got to dash to a meeting. Let me know if you have any trouble with Nora. I know she can be a handful, but she means well.”
Diane was out the door before she had a chance to respond. She hated her newfound knowledge, and more than that, she hated how she’d kissed Bennett in a moment of weakness. She didn’t want to understand the other woman’s position, to feel sympathetic toward her, but most of all, she didn’t want to keep thinking about that kiss.
 
***
 
Bennett gritted her teeth like she did at most dinners with her family. Tonight was worse than usual, the whole clan assembled in the dining room at their Connecticut home. Fortunately she didn’t have to put up with the overly indulgent country club crowd. She'd put in at least sixty hours at the office this week, with Donovan finally strolling in halfway through, having been out the whole week prior, too. Not an email response. Not a single out-of-office reply. Typical.
She could barely stand to look at his stupid face and gelled hair, especially given he’d barely had a passable excuse upon returning. Networking, he’d said, in Buenos Aires. He did nothing to help the company get to the next level or even support it in any functional capacity day to day besides getting drunk on golf courses. He stood next to their father at meetings with a condescending smirk so often that Bennett now had a visceral reaction to his face as she stared at him across the dinner table.
Was it even worth it, doing twice the work with half the acknowledgment? Even then, it came with strings upon strings so interwoven it was like they’d become a blanket suffocating her.
“Bennett?” She looked up to find her father, Michael Burke, looking at her from the head of the table. He wore a suit even though it was Saturday. He was distinguished, confident, and unshakeable in his conviction that he was right, all the time, no matter how much evidence to the contrary was presented.
“I’m sorry, what was that?”
“I asked you if the report was done ahead of the meeting on Monday.” The report that should have been in Donovan’s wheelhouse.
“My pieces are done. There are still a few sections for Donovan to complete. I left a copy on his desk on Wednesday when he returned and emailed him a copy.” 
“Oh...” Donovan stretched his arms over his head and smiled for their parents. “I’m still catching up on some things, sis. Would you mind taking care of it for me this weekend?”
Because of course Bennett had nothing to do this weekend. Not that he needed to know that was true. Her weekends hadn’t been full for a long time, except on the occasion she placated her mother and went on a date. A date that never went further than dinner.
“Oh, do you have plans this weekend?” she asked Donovan as politely as she could manage, daring him to lie.
He smiled again, wider than before, and shot his father a knowing look. “Actually...”
Her father stood up and lifted his glass. “We were going to wait until Monday to announce it, but now’s as good of a time as any. We’re making your brother’s promotion official.” 
Bennett dropped her fork, and her family’s focus shifted briefly to her, though they soon ignored the outburst and turned back to her father. “He was taking some much needed relaxation time the last few weeks. Let’s all raise our glasses to Donovan, the future of Burke Enterprises.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” The words pushed out quickly, driven by a bubble inflating in her stomach, working through her chest until she thought she couldn’t breathe. Whether she got the promotion or not, she’d never met someone less deserving than Donovan. Less committed to actually being a team player. 
“Bennett!” Her mother looked at her with icy eyes. “That is no way to speak. Why are you trying to cause a scene during this happy announcement?”
Bennett ignored her mother and looked toward Donovan, her jaw clenched hard. “Donovan, what were last month’s fiscal numbers?”
Donovan cleared his throat but laughed and tilted back in his chair. “I haven’t had a chance to look at that report yet.”
She put her palms down on the table and leaned forward. “Fine. What were last year’s profits? What were our payroll expenditures for last year?”
“Being successful is more than being able to rattle off a few numbers, Bennett. I can look those things up whenever I need to.”
“Fine. Name a single person who doesn’t work within five feet of your office.” Donovan went to speak, but Bennett cut him off. “That you haven’t slept with.” Donovan laughed, but she could see his face beginning to flush, and he instinctively loosened his collar. Bennett turned toward her father. “So, please, Dad, tell me again why Donovan’s a good fit for this role?”
“This isn’t a debate, Bennett. Your contributions are valued at the company, but I’ve made my decision.”
“Plus, Bennett,” Donovan said with a smirk, “what would the country club think?”
Bennett’s eyes narrowed to little more than slits. “What are you talking about? I’ve proven myself perfectly capable. Far more capable than you.”
Donovan’s laugh made Bennett want to throw up. “Do you really want me to say it?”
“Go fuck yourself, Donovan.”
“Playing by the rules is the bare minimum to stay in the family, not lead it. There’s no way Dad is promoting his lesbian daughter to be in charge.” Donovan cocked his head to the side and smirked again. “Is that the preferred term these days? I try so hard to keep up.”
Bennett looked back and forth between her parents. “So this has all been for nothing? It didn’t matter what I did to appease you. It was never going to be enough.”
“It was enough to maintain your standing in the family, Bennett. While your brother could have delivered his words with more tact, he’s right.”
“I’m taking some time off.” Bennett stood up quickly. She moved to the doorway of the dining room before she turned back, the boiling in her body burning her from the inside out. “I know it won’t be to celebrate my promotion, but I haven’t taken a vacation in five years and fewer sick days than I can count on one hand. Even worker bees need to rest.”
Her father nodded. “I do hope you’re in a better state when you come back to work,” he said with little emotion in his voice. “As I said, you’re a valuable member of the company.”
Bennett walked out of the room as fast as her feet could carry her without alerting any of the staff in the house. She willed her body to put one foot in front of the other. And there it was, in black and white. She was good enough to be part of the company as a background role as long as she followed the rules, but she’d never be good enough to truly be a part of the family.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Amsterdam, 2013
 
They made it two weeks before another trip at Bennett’s absolute insistence. “Come on. Amsterdam. Are you really going to say no to Amsterdam?” Bennett had asked, the train tickets already printed and sitting next to her on the bed.
And that’s how, like it was all some fantastic dream, Lily found herself wrapped in Bennett’s arms as they stared out the window of their hotel room overlooking one of the city’s many canals.
Lily leaned back against Bennett’s chest, loving how Bennett’s arms wrapped around her and held her close. “What’s your life like in California or when you’re home in New York?”
Bennett’s posture changed. “It’s not important.”
Lily pulled her gaze from a small boat making its way across the smooth water of the canal and turned around. “It’s important to me. I love this little fantasy world we’re living in, but I want to know about you.” They hadn’t talked about what came after this, but it weighed on Lily more every day. She worried that this was just a moment suspended in time that had no place in the outside world.
“This is more real to me than anything I’ve ever felt. This is real life to me.”
“So...” Lily ran her finger down Bennett’s arm. “You’re just planning on hiding out in Europe as long as you can, eschewing your other life.”
“If it means I get to wake up with you and go to bed with you and spend every second in between with you, then yes.”
Lily’s heart pounded in her chest whenever Bennett said romantic things like that, when she acted like nothing else mattered but the two of them. Unfortunately, Lily lived in the real world where plane tickets were expensive, life had to be planned, days off work requested, and class schedules considered. “That’s not very practical.”
Bennett looked down at Lily with deep, full eyes. “Nothing about this is practical.”
“I know,” Lily sighed. “Which is why I’m trying to make myself believe this is all real. I don’t know anything about you except what I’ve learned here. And I want to know more.” 
“Okay, fine,” Bennett said with a slight clip in her voice. She moved away from Lily and slipped out the glass door to sit on a small loveseat on the balcony. Her stare softened, and she patted the seat next to her. “Come here. Ask me your questions.”
Lily moved quickly and sat down next to her, resting her head against Bennett’s chest. “Well, since you never answered my first question, what’s your life like at school in California?”
Bennett sighed and wrapped her arms around Lily. They still wore their coats in the chilled early March air, but she felt warm when Bennett was around, regardless of the temperature. “It’s fine. I have an apartment off campus and some friends.”
“It’s difficult for me to imagine you not being the life of the party.”
“You might be surprised then, but I’m happy enough there. Happier than I was in New York.”
“You did pick a school pretty far away. Did your parents go there or something?”
“God, no,” Bennett said with a hoarse laugh. “They hate that I go to UCLA. They tried tooth and nail to make me go to some pretentious school on the East Coast.” 
“Why?”
“It’s hard to explain, but my family has a lot of expectations.” Bennett said the word with such weight that even Lily sagged underneath it, and it wasn’t even her life. “What about your family? I’m sure they’re happy you’re at Columbia.”
Lily laughed and squeezed Bennett tighter. “They are. I was a bit unexpected in my family, so I pretty much got to make my own choices.”
“Unexpected?”
“My mom was forty-two when they had me. I have siblings that could be my parents, and I’m the youngest of four.”
Bennett fidgeted beneath her grasp. “There are four of you?”
“Well, I’d like to think there’s only one of me, but yes, there are four Connor children. Even so, I was basically raised as an only child. The older three were already out of the house by the time I was in kindergarten.”
“Do they...” She could sense Bennett searching for the words, her speaking cadence slow. “Do they know?”
“That I’m gay?”
“Yeah, that,” Bennett said sheepishly.
“Well, it’s kinda something I’ve been orienting myself to recently, so I haven’t told them. But I live with them, so it’s going to come out sooner or later when I go home.”
“Wait, you live with them?” She’d never heard Bennett sound so shocked.
“Well, yeah.” Lily was confused. “An apartment in New York City is expensive. They have a house in Brooklyn, so why would I pay a few extra thousand dollars a month if I don’t have to?”
“How does that work? Don’t they drive you insane?”
“No, not really. My mom’s a teacher and my dad’s a carpenter. And I’m mostly busy at school and at work after that. And you may have noticed, but I’m not exactly a party girl. As far as I see it, I’ve got a good deal. My mom makes dinner, and I’ve lived with them my whole life, so it’s not like I wound up with some insane roommate who parties until four o’clock every morning.”
“You mean an insane roommate like me?”
Lily blushed, glad Bennett couldn’t see it. “If I’d known I could have ended up with a roommate like you, I’d have moved out years ago.”
They hadn’t placed labels on what they were. There was no need yet. No families to introduce one another to. The people in their program were used to seeing them together all the time now, but it made sense since they were roommates. Brad still made snide comments whenever they saw him, still not over his rejection at the bar weeks ago.
“Well, I can’t say I’m not happy you didn’t meet another roommate before me that you liked quite as much.”
“They’d never have your great taste in movies,” Lily teased.
Bennett laughed and pulled Lily closer, shifting her head so that she could look into her eyes. Lily felt that thrum again, the same one she felt whenever Bennett’s intense stare was trained on her. “What do you want to do while we’re here?”
“Is this your way of telling me you don’t want to talk about yourself anymore?”
“No,” Bennett said resolutely. “I’m saying that because Amsterdam is a weird place. The red light district is close to the Anne Frank House. There’s serious stuff and wild stuff. Probably best to have a plan for visiting things.”
“There you go, taking my job as a tour guide again.”
“I just don’t want you to miss anything you want to see.”
“We won’t.” Lily leaned her head forward and kissed Bennett’s cheek. She pushed Bennett’s reluctance to talk about herself away, a worry for another day. “Now, let’s go find dinner. I’m starving.”
 
***
 
“Fair is fair,” Bennett said as they sat in a small restaurant eating breakfast the next morning. “I want to hear about your life.”
Last night, they’d walked around the red light district after dark, no one giving them a second glance as they meandered hand in hand. It thrilled Bennett, the idea that maybe life could be like this, that there was a world that wasn’t so claustrophobically conservative existing somewhere. This wasn’t her reality, and it probably never would be, but she wanted to hold on to the moment for now, for as long as she could.
Lily scowled and took a bite of her toast. “I told you about my life yesterday. Youngest of four. Not very social. Possibly downright misanthropic if you asked a stranger.”
“I don’t believe that. You were nice to me when we met.”
“You were a very attractive girl who was going to be sleeping three feet away from me. I had to hedge my bets on that one for a multitude of reasons.”
Bennett lifted an eyebrow, unable to hide her smirk as she thought about last night in their blessedly larger-than-twin bed. “You seem to have done all right for yourself.”
Lily snorted and tried to cover her mouth. “If I impressed you, I’ve impressed myself ten times over.”
“And why’s that?” 
“Bennett.”
Bennett smirked. “Fine. So what do you want to do today?”
Lily finished her piece of toast and wiped her hands on her napkin before pushing her sideswept bangs back into their desired position. Bennett loved watching her small movements, a care and gracefulness that made her seem like some ethereal being. “Well,” Lily said seriously, interlacing her hands on top of the table. “I was thinking we could go to Bloemenmarkt, the floating flower market.”
God, Lily was cute. Bennett resisted the urge to slip into her side of the booth and show her just how cute she thought she was. “That sounds perfect, Lily. Do you have a thing for flowers because of your name?”
Lily shook her head. “Flowers are pretty! It’s completely irrelevant that I share my name with one.” Bennett quirked her eye brow and bit her lip, suppressing a grin. “I’m sorry a Bennett isn’t something you can feel emotionally tethered to. What is that even?”
Bennett’s shoulders dropped. “It means right-hand son. What a joke.” She ran her fingers through her long hair, dragging them all the way down to get an extra half-second to compose herself. “My parents are nothing if not ironic.”
“I didn’t think it would be such a loaded statement. I’m sorry if I upset you.” Lily put her hand out across the table and flexed her fingers to get Bennett’s attention, and Bennett was immediately soothed by the comforting gesture.
This wasn’t Lily’s fault. She’d been nothing but understanding and gentle and everything Bennett hadn’t known had been missing from her life. She extended her own hand across the table and interlocked their fingers. “It’s okay,” she said as she wiped away a surprising tear with her free hand. “I just hate it. The farther I’m away from them, the more free I feel. And then I just think about how I have to go back to that life and be that person again.”
“You are who you are, Bennett. Regardless of where you find yourself. I hope you realize what an amazing person you are. I know I don’t know a lot about your family, but I’m sorry you don’t feel comfortable showing them the real you or feeling like you can be yourself.” 
Bennett bit back tears again. She hadn’t expected to get into such an intense conversation over her now cold eggs. She gave Lily’s hand a gentle squeeze before retracting her own back to her side of the table. “Thank you for saying that, but I don’t want to talk about them anymore, if that’s okay.”
“Sure,” Lily answered, looking at her like she was more fragile than Bennett had ever allowed herself to believe. 
 
***
 
Bennett extended her hand to help Lily onto the boat. Lily had never been on a boat this small. The only seating besides the captain’s chair was a bench with comfy pillows scattered across it. “This is so cute,” she said, making her way onto the vessel, if it could even be called that.
“I thought it’d be fun. You’re okay with boats, right?”
Lily shrugged. She’d done a cruise around the Hudson when she was younger, but she tried to put on a brave face. “Sure. A boat ride through the canals at sunset, what could be better?”
They were winding down their first full day in Amsterdam, and Lily didn’t want it to end. Between walking around the city, looking at flowers, enjoying the small, cobblestone streets, and trying to pronounce Dutch words, she was filled with contentment and shocked that the day could get any better.
When Bennett had told her she had a surprise for her, Lily had lifted an eyebrow but followed without protest. Bennett seemed to have developed a taste for surprises. The power imbalance from Bennett buying everything made her uneasy, but she knew Bennett did it because she wanted them to have these experiences, not because she was trying to buy her affection.
Their captain, a woman in her forties with short blonde hair, boarded after them and moved to the front near the wheel. “Welcome aboard! I have a path I normally take through the canals, but let me know if you see anything you want to get closer to, and I’ll try to make it happen if I can.” She had a slight accent, although her English was impeccable.
“Thanks,” Bennett answered as she draped her arm across the back of the bench. Lily took that as a sign to sit next to her, and when she did, Bennett’s arm dropped down around her shoulders.
“This is gorgeous,” Lily said as the boat began to move away from the dock and into the water.
“It is.” She turned to find Bennett staring at her, her teeth tugging at her lip.
“Bennett.” Lily blushed and put her hand over her face. “You can’t say things like that to me.”
“Why? It’s true.” Bennett smiled cheesily and brought her other hand up to wrap it around Lily’s. 
She looked toward the captain and then back at Bennett. “Is this okay?” she asked, squeezing their connected hands.
Bennett laughed, and now it was her turn to look shy. “These charter boats cater to gay tourists,” she said, hiding her face in the crook of Lily’s neck.
Lily couldn’t resist the laugh that bubbled out. “So, you called them and said, ‘I, Bennett Burke, a gay, would like to book your gay cruise’?”
“It wasn’t even like that. I booked online. But there were rainbows and stuff all over the website. I’m not a complete idiot.”
“That’s so cute. When did you do this?”
Bennett looked slightly embarrassed and a little proud, her eyes bright against the setting sun. “I did it while you were in the shower.”
“So that’s why you wouldn’t join me?” Lily asked, the throatiness of her voice surprising her. This back-and-forth wasn’t new, but as they grew more comfortable with one another, the intensity of the banter and flirting had picked up, with Lily hopelessly out of sorts the minute Bennett flirted back.
“I’d like to think we made up for it when you got out,” Bennett whispered in her ear, a chill running down Lily’s back when she thought about what they’d been doing less than an hour ago. 
She was now a bonafide sex fiend. They had sex before they went to bed and when they woke up. Sometimes, they had sex in the middle of the night or in the middle of the day, one of them pushing things until they escalated to the only possible conclusion. It was never enough as far as she was concerned. Lily didn’t know how she could go back to a life without this. Not just the sex, but the genuine enjoyment of spending time with someone, with Bennett.
“Are you okay?” Bennett asked, her brows drawn together. Lily had been staring at nothing, lost in her own thoughts.
“I’m just wondering how I got so lucky to have met you.”
“Probably by being so amazing.” 
Lily blushed. “How do you always say exactly the right thing? Sometimes I worry you’re just a figment of my imagination.”
Bennett leaned close again, so close her lips ghosted across Lily’s ear. “So, you’re saying I’m your perfect woman?”
Heat coiled low in Lily’s abdomen. “There might be some similarities if I was picking attributes.”
Bennett shifted impossibly closer and somehow found a way to snake her arm under Lily’s jacket. “Like what?”
“Bennett...”
“You’re going to hurt my feelings. I’m very sensitive, you know.” Bennett trailed her nails gently across Lily’s stomach.
“I’m very sensitive with you touching me like that,” Lily whispered, the driver still facing forward.
“Oh, you could always tell me more about that instead,” Bennett flirted.
Lily reached up and stroked her hand along Bennett’s jaw. “Well, you’re tenacious, obviously.” 
“Is that all? That’s my great list of accomplishments?” Bennett looked suddenly unsure, a vulnerability Lily wasn’t used to seeing.
“And it’s really cute how you snore.”
Bennett scoffed. “I do not snore.”
“You didn’t let me finish. It’s really cute how you snore because you’re so pretty and put together and sometimes it sounds like there’s a chainsaw in bed with us,” Lily finished, unable to hide her laughter.
With a scowl, Bennett removed her hand from Lily’s skin. “I cannot believe you just said that.”
“Look, I need to believe you’re human and not some fairy-tale creature that wandered into my life’s story.” 
Lily tried to scoot closer, but Bennett wasn’t having it. “Rude. Rude. Rude. I tell you things like how pretty you are and what a good little spoon you are, and this is what you give me in return?”
“I said you were pretty! And you are a very good big spoon.” Bennett’s jaw was still set, and she looked out toward the passing buildings as they cruised along a canal. Lily leaned closer so she could whisper in Bennett’s ear. “And you do that thing with your tongue. It’s kinda amazing. I don’t like you just because of that, but...”
Bennett turned back toward her. “Complimenting my sexual prowess will get you nowhere. The damage is done.”
“Bennett, you don’t need to be perfect. I couldn’t ever be with someone who was. You’re human. And you’re cute.” Lily booped her on the nose. “And lovable.” Another boop. “And very thoughtful.” She snuck a kiss on the cheek after that last one. “I like you just the way you are, chainsaw snores and all.”
“I’m just...” Bennett grew serious, the moment shifting. “Perfection is expected in my family. It’s the baseline, not the goal.”
Lily frowned and wrapped her arms around Bennett’s torso. “That’s got to be hard, but you don’t have to be that way with me.”
“I don’t know that I know who I am if I’m not trying to please them. To live up to their expectations.” Bennett rested her head on Lily’s shoulder. “I just want to stay like this forever.”
She couldn’t imagine that kind of pressure, Bennett thousands of miles away and still feeling its weight. She hugged Bennett again and placed a kiss on top of her head. “We’ll figure it out.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Present Day
 
Given the intensity of the planning going into Nora’s wedding, Lily only had two other couples on her plate. They were both child’s play compared to Nora’s. Not because the bride was difficult—the opposite in fact. Nora had been so carefree about the entire affair that Lily wondered if she just wanted her to plan the whole thing and be done with it.
She stepped into the bar that had become a regular meeting spot for her, and dread mingled with excitement as she saw two familiar faces staring at her. They sat at a different table than her usual one, a low-top nestled into a dim and moody corner of the bar.
Lily pasted on her best smile. “Nora, so nice to see you,” she said, sliding into the bench opposite the bride. She gave a small nod. “Bennett, always nice to see you as well. I didn’t realize you’d be joining us.”
“Nice to see you again, Lily,” Bennett said, like they were strangers who hadn’t fantasized about building a life together. She seemed off, like she’d already had a few drinks, or maybe she was just extremely tired from the workweek.
If the past was overwhelming, the present was also presenting its own set of challenges. She hadn’t seen Bennett since the bathroom, since her wildly unplanned and extremely idiotic kiss. She still couldn’t wrap her head around it. Why had she done that? Maybe it was muscle memory, her body responding in the way it had been conditioned for so long in their previous life together. Or maybe it was how sad Bennett had looked, strangely similar to the Bennett who sat in front of her now. But none of that was important. All that was important was helping Nora Southerland have the happiest day of her goddamn life.
“Antonio’s still out of the country, and since Bennett has some free time, I told her this would win her the Best Friend of the Century award.”
Lily knew it would be rude to ask about Bennett’s free time, but curiosity bubbled through her. She pushed the thought aside and opened a binder on the table. “The more the merrier. Tonight, we need to finalize the menu, order invitations, and discuss party favors.”
“Oh, right,” Nora said, like she was just remembering they were there to do work. “Where do you want to start?”
“Let’s confirm the menu first. We already did the tasting with the caterer before you left, so now we just need to finalize the choices.”
Nora sighed. “I’ll be happy when this is all over with.”
“Are you...” Lily cleared her throat, hoping trouble in paradise wasn’t brewing between the bride and the conspicuously absent groom. “Is everything okay?”
“Antonio and I are still madly in love. It’s just my family.” Nora sighed again, deeply. “No matter what, something will be wrong with what I pick. The fact you haven’t met my mother yet is downright shocking, but she’s always tried to keep her distance from Aunt Diane.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Both about your family difficulties as well as their relationship with Diane. She has been amazing to work for.”
Nora beamed. “She’s the best. No offense, but if we hadn’t already sunk so much money into this thing, I think we’d run off and elope tomorrow.”
Lily resisted cringing, but she understood Nora’s sentiment. Big, extravagant weddings were stressful. There were so many facets and competing priorities to consider. “I understand that completely,” she said with an earnest smile. “But, if you’re committed to seeing it through, I’ll help make this the least stressful process possible.”
“I am. Totally. Thank you, Lily. You’ve been great. I literally threw a stranger at you to work with for a month and you didn’t bat an eye.” Check that question off, Lily thought. Apparently, Nora didn’t know that she and Bennett knew one another.
“My job is to help you have a good experience,” Lily said. 
“I wasn’t that bad.” Bennett had finally decided to break her vow of self-imposed silence.
“No, Benny,” Nora cooed like she was talking to a small child. “You did great!”
“Nora, I’m fine. You don’t have to mother me. I probably wouldn’t even know what that’s like. It’d be like bribing someone with chocolate who’s never had it before. What does it mean? Nothing.” Bennett took a large gulp of the drink that had been sitting on the table when Lily arrived, probably not her first judging from the now-apparent slur in Bennett’s voice.
“You okay, Bennett?” Lily couldn’t help the concern laced through her tone.
“I’m fine. Having fun on vacation,” she said, holding her empty glass up and twirling it around.
“Don’t people usually go away on vacation?” Lily immediately regretted her words.
Bennett’s steely eyes flashed from across the table. “They do when their vacation is planned.”
Lily tried to save the conversation. “Well, lucky for Nora you have some extra time to help her,” she said, her affect so over the top that even she didn’t believe herself.
Bennett turned her attention to Nora, and Lily was not at all prepared for the words that came out. “I’m a lesbian. I know you don’t care, but I thought you should know. That’s why I’ll never be promoted at the company, even if I do everything my parents want.” Jesus Christ. Was Bennett really doing this right now? “Don the Con can fuck his way across Buenos Aires and never lift a finger to work, and it still won’t matter. I wasted so much time. So much time.” And then, Bennett began to cry against Nora’s shoulder, deep, wracking sobs that consumed her body.
“I’m sorry,” Nora mouthed toward Lily, surprisingly nonplussed by the whole situation.
“Here, Bennett. Have some water.” Lily moved the glass from her seat in front of Bennett, although Bennett still wouldn’t look at her.
“I don’t want water.” Bennett sounded so much like a petulant child that Lily had to resist laughing. How the fuck was tonight happening?
Lily turned to her client. “If you want to reschedule, Nora, I completely understand. I know that Bennett’s family to you, so you should do whatever you need right now.”
Nora smiled and looked back toward Bennett. “Let’s get you home. Did you hear that? I can reschedule with Lily.”
“She’s the best,” Bennett said, her tears finally subsiding. She looked across the table to Lily, a sadness in her eyes that made Lily want to scoop her up and give her a hug, in spite of how badly Bennett had broken her heart.
 
***
 
When Bennett finally plucked up the courage to leave Nora’s guest bedroom and enter the kitchen, she didn’t know what she’d be greeted with. “Morning,” she said meekly, slipping into the room in a pair of pajamas Nora had likely coaxed her into last night.
Nora looked up from her phone, sitting on the sofa. “Morning. You feeling okay?”
Bennett poured herself a cup of coffee before she unceremoniously dropped onto the sofa across from her friend, embarrassment welling up in her stomach. “You shouldn’t be nice to me. I’m so sorry about last night.”
Nora shrugged. “It happens.”
“Not to me. And definitely not with you as collateral damage.”
“No need to apologize. You were going through something. Do you remember what you told me last night?”
Everything in the room stilled from its slight spin as she tried to focus, and she furrowed her brows. “Um... oh. Oh!” She looked at Nora, who took another sip of her own coffee, entirely too composed considering Bennett’s emotional turmoil. “Pretty sure I came out to you last night.”
“And Lily.”
She felt like she was on a roller coaster, her stomach tossing and turning. “What about Lily?”
“Technically, you came out to Lily, too. She was also there.”
Bennett groaned and put a pillow over her face, but not for the reason Nora probably thought. “Fuck.”
“I’m sure she doesn’t care. She’s probably seen some insane things with weddings.”
“Wait.” Bennett removed the pillow from her face. “That’s all you have to say about this?”
Nora waited a few moments before speaking. “Benny, I love you. I am so proud of you for telling me, but this isn’t exactly the surprise of the century.”
Bennett willed her hostility away. “What do you mean?”
“Since we’re being honest here, I need to tell you something.”
“Okay...” What else could she say? Her heart was about to pop out of her chest, and she wondered if she was too young for a heart attack.
“I know you and Lily know one another.”
Why the fuck was she so hungover? It was hard to keep the lies in line. “Obviously. I spent the last month helping her in your absence.”
“No.” A single-word sentence that opened a world of questions.
Bennett’s stomach did another weird, uncomfortable somersault, and she thought she might throw up on Nora’s very expensive living room rug. “What do you mean, no?”
“I know you know her.” She paused and lifted an eyebrow. “From before.”
“From before what?”
Nora shifted on the sofa so they faced one another. “I know what she means to you. Do you want to tell me, or do I need to tell you?”
Of all the things Nora could have said to her this morning, this was not one she’d been expecting. Her stomach lurched again, and she resisted smothering herself with the pillow she cradled in her arms. “Why don’t you tell me?” The first rule of being caught in a lie was not admitting there was a lie to begin with.
“Okay,” Nora said with a smirk that made Bennett think she’d woefully underestimated her. “Happily. Your sad ass came home from studying abroad, more despondent than I’d ever seen you. You weren’t talking with your family, and you wouldn’t talk to me. It was that summer we lived with Diane, remember?”
Bennett’s stomach bottomed out. “Vaguely.”
“Great. Keep the disaffection up. You’ve been doing it so well.” Nora took another sip of coffee while Bennett thought she might die. “You cried. You cried all the time, and I had no idea what had happened.”
She tried to put on a brave face. “Would you want to come back to my parents?”
Nora looked at her seriously, maybe more serious than she’d ever seen her. “You already know I know, Bennett. Why is this so hard for you to admit?” 
Bennett rubbed her eyes and tried to ignore the lump in her throat. “Because it wasn’t the plan.”
“What was the plan?”
“Prove to my parents they were wrong about me.”
“Do you mean before or after they found out you were a lesbian?”
Bennett’s voice cracked. “Both.”
Nora grabbed onto her hand and held it tightly. “Benny,” she said, “look at me.”
Warm, loving eyes met hers. “How do you know?” Bennett asked. “I feel like you snooped, and I want to be mad at you. I’m so confused right now.”
“I looked at your phone.”
A flash of anger surged through her, but she pushed it down. “Find anything worth repeating?”
“A string of unanswered texts. A couple of pictures of you and someone who seemed very happy once upon a time.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“If you’re asking if I knew she worked for my Aunt Diane, I didn’t. But when I met her a couple of months ago, I knew who she was.”
“And you didn’t tell me? You decided to play Greek God and throw us together to see what type of carnage would ensue?”
Nora looked at her solemnly. “Antonio and I were going away anyway. I didn’t know Aunt Diane would assign the wedding to her. I knew your paths would cross sooner or later, but I wasn’t trying to make it happen.”
Frustration bubbled up in Bennett’s chest. “But once it happened, you didn’t say anything.”
“It’s pretty clear you didn’t want to talk about it. What did you want me to say? I’m telling you now because you’re my best friend, and I don’t want there to be secrets between us.”
“That was a shitty thing to do.”
Nora stood up from the sofa. “Look, Bennett. You didn’t tell me, but I know you loved her. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything before, but I didn’t want to push you. I was trying to let you go at your own speed. You changed the game last night with your little outburst. I was just trying to support you on whatever timeline you were on. I know you’ve been going through it, but it’s clear you have some soul-searching to do.”
Bennett opened her mouth and then closed it again, sitting with Nora’s words. “I really fucked up. Seeing her again reminds me of what a horrible coward I am.”
“Then stop being a coward.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“I get that, but things that are worth it aren’t usually easy. And I’m not just talking about Lily. I’m talking about you accepting who you are—regardless of whether you’re with someone.”
“That sounds like a horrible plan.”
Nora looked at her again, a sincere smile etched across her face. “But at least it’s a plan.”
 
***
 
Lily sat in her office on Monday morning, assembling a list of gift bag options for the Southerland wedding. She couldn’t make herself care about whether white chocolate or caramel sea salt would pair better with the gift bottle of champagne.
Someone cleared their throat at her door, and she looked up, expecting to find Diane waiting for another surprise chat. She hoped the news of this weekend hadn’t reached her, although it wasn’t Lily that had been painted in a bad light.
Bennett stood in the doorway, dressed casually in a pair of fitted jeans and a sweater, her coat draped over her arm. “Do you have a minute?”
“Sure. Come in.” Lily stayed seated at her desk, unwilling to trust her legs, and gestured toward the chair across from her.
“I wanted to apologize,” Bennett said before she’d made it all the way into the seat.
“Life as a wedding planner is a series of unexpected challenges to navigate, but I appreciate your apology.”
Bennett leaned forward. “Thank you. While I am horribly embarrassed about crashing Nora’s meeting, I specifically wanted to apologize for what I’ve been putting you through. I’m sorry. It hasn’t been fair, and it’s been causing unnecessary stress in your life.”
Lily waved her hand. “Like I said—”
She was surprised when Bennett cut her off. “I know Nora wants me involved, but I don’t want to continue causing problems. So moving forward, I’m going to stay out of the way as much as possible.”
“Look,” Lily said as she bought time to find the right words. “Nora is your best friend. I am intent on helping her have a great wedding. If she wants you around, you should be around.” Lily lifted an eyebrow. “Provided, you’re able to focus a bit better on the wedding logistics.”
Bennett seemed unsure, like this might be a trick. “I...”
“Seriously, Bennett. We’re both adults.” That shared a kiss very recently, but Lily pushed that thought away. “I just... what I really want is for us to stop walking on eggshells around one another. I think it’s making things much worse than they need to be. Can I be honest with you for a second?”
“Have you not been honest this whole time?”
Lily laughed and leaned back in her chair. “I’ve been cautiously professional.”
Bennett fiddled with her necklace. “Okay, then sure. Let’s go with honesty.”
“It took me a while, but I’ve moved past what happened between us.”
“You kissed me less than two weeks ago.”
Lily’s stomach dropped low. She’d prayed Bennett wouldn’t bring it up, but years of not attending church probably hadn’t done her any favors. “You’re attractive.” A light blush fanned across Bennett’s cheeks, and Lily needed to keep talking so she didn’t focus on it. “It was a confusing moment for me. There was all this tension. I’m not an idiot, and I know you felt it, too.”
Bennett let out a deep breath. “Wow, I really never thought we’d talk about this.”
“Talk about back then or talk about now?”
“Both. Either. I hadn’t envisioned a world where you’d ever want to sit in the same room as me.”
“We’ve sat in the same room many times over the last few months.”
“And I have been surprised each time,” Bennett said, laughing lightly and running her fingers through her hair in a way Lily remembered so well.
“We’re both adults now, Bennett. I think this conversation was long overdue, and I appreciate you initiating it. It’s become clear to me that your family aren’t easy people to deal with, and there were a lot of mitigating factors.”
“Mitigating factors?”
“I’d prefer not to dwell on the past, but I’ll admit you breaking up with me hurt. But seeing you all these years later still struggling with who you are, I realize I couldn’t have changed things for you. Neither I, nor anyone else, would have been enough to make you want to come out, and you shouldn’t do it for another person anyway.”
Bennett furrowed her brow. “I don’t really know how I’m supposed to feel about that.”
“I don’t either. It was a statement about me.”
“Do you think it’s possible for us to start over?”
“No.”
“Oh, okay.” Bennett moved to stand.
“What I mean is that we can’t start over. That’s pretty much impossible, but we can try to move forward. I’m game if you are.” It was so difficult to tell the difference between bad ideas and good ones these days.
“I’d like that.” Bennett smiled, and it caused an uncomfortable sensation to percolate in Lily’s gut. Bennett stood up and walked to the door. “Well, I don’t want to keep you any longer. I hope you have a good day, Lily.”
“You too, Bennett.”
Just like the first time she’d unexpectedly seen Bennett in her office, this interaction was no easier to shake. If she’d been distracted and unfocused before, now, she might as well go home. Her thoughts continued to drift to Bennett, to the strange truce they found themselves in. She didn’t know what the future held, but she somehow felt lighter, now that things were more out in the open. 
Being just friends hadn’t worked for them last time, but she needed to believe this time would be different. There was no alternative.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
Venice, 2013
 
There was no way around it. Bennett was absolutely in love. She watched Lily as she stuck her head over a bridge, tracking a gondola as it slipped silently under the archway. 
How had this happened? She’d come to Europe to explore and find herself, not to find someone she couldn’t imagine a life without.
But she could never see the two worlds coexisting: the wonderful, beautiful world with Lily and the world she lived in with her family. They were like parallel planes of existence, with Bennett wondering if each would believe the other was real.
“This is even better than Rome,” Lily said, turning her attention back to Bennett and skipping over to her.
Bennett’s chest hammered at Lily’s excited movements, and she would do anything to keep that smile on her face. “It’s still early. Anything fun you want to do today?”
Lily pursed her lips thoughtfully. “You haven’t been here, right?”
“Nope. I’ve been to Rome but not Venice.”
“Good thing we’re here now.”
Bennett tilted her head to the side. “Why’s that?”
“They say the city’s going to be underwater within the century.”
“That’s awful.” Bennett felt strangely uneasy with the new information. If something as large as a whole city couldn’t withstand the test of time or adversity, how could she ever manage to do the same?
Lily stepped closer. “I didn’t mean for that to be such a dramatic statement. You look like I just told you we’re on the brink of a world war,” she said, slipping an arm around Bennett and pulling her close. 
She gave into the touch and placed her head in the crook of Lily’s neck. “I didn’t realize. I’m glad we’re here.” She lifted her head and looked at Lily softly. “I’m glad I’m here with you.”
“Me too.” Lily lifted her other arm up and embraced Bennett fully, wrapping her in a tight hug. Bennett couldn’t explain how much the simple action meant to her; Lily’s constant support meant more than she’d ever thought possible.
Lily shifted back slightly so that she could look at Bennett. “Why don’t we go grab lunch somewhere?”
Bennett tended to control the tempo of their interactions out in the real world, usually planning their trips, but she loved when Lily took charge. She felt so safe with her, so sure that no matter what they did, it would be the right thing because they were doing it together. “Lunch sounds amazing.”
Lily led her down the winding, narrow streets by the hand. Each trip, there were more tourists in the cities with the smallest signs of warmer weather, but it was still nowhere near as bad as the peak season of summer. Venice still got close to freezing at night at this time of year, although during the day, she felt fine in a heavy sweater.
They walked until they exited the claustrophobic streets and spotted a cafe with seating next to a canal. 
“Is today the day you order a food without knowing what it means?” Bennett teased, trying to get some of her confidence back after the staggering acceptance that Venice wouldn’t always exist.
Lily grinned without speaking and held up two fingers as they stopped at the host station. They followed the waiter to a table and sat down across from one another, Bennett’s back to the water. 
Once Lily sat down, she finally spoke. “The last few months have been full of firsts for me, so never say never.” A lopsided grin blossomed across her face that Bennett wanted to kiss.
How did Lily do that? Be sweet and sultry and clever all at the same time? Bennett hadn’t allowed herself to say the words yet, but she felt them. More and more each day, they tried to bubble up at the most unexpected times. She pushed them down again, feeling silly for falling so hard, so fast. 
“Never,” Bennett teased, raising an eyebrow. 
“You can’t say ‘never say never’ without saying ‘never.’ It’s a bit of a paradox, don’t you think? By the time you’ve made your point, you’ve already failed,” Lily said as she scanned her menu.
Bennett smiled, unable to focus on her own menu with Lily sitting across from her. “How does anyone keep up with you?”
Lily looked up, her eyes light and content, if not a bit confused. “What do you mean?”
“You realize you’re a bit intimidating, right?”
The furrow in Lily’s brow told Bennett that maybe Lily didn’t quite realize that at all. “Intimidating?” she asked, the word rolling out slowly between her small, rosy lips.
Bennett took a breath and tried to find the right words. “You’re intelligent but not in a pretentious way. You’re beautiful but not in a flashy way. And you’re kind but not in a ‘just doing it to earn brownie points’ way. You’re kind of perfect.” 
Lily blushed a deep shade of crimson that Bennett hadn’t even seen during any of their marathon sex sessions; it was as though Lily couldn’t handle the reality of Bennett’s observations. “I think you give me too much credit,” she said meekly.
Bennett shook her head forcefully. “No. I’m not even giving you close to enough credit. You’re seriously the best,” she continued, a flush now wrapping around her own neck. The words took the place of the ones she really wanted to say, but she couldn’t quite push those out yet.
“You’re not so bad yourself.” Lily smiled and put her hand out on top of the table for Bennett to hold.
She lifted her hand and placed it in Lily’s. “Pretty sure I don’t hold a candle to you.”
“Bennett,” Lily chided. “You have a unique outlook on the world that a lot of people miss.”
Now, Bennett was lost. “What do you mean?”
Lily laughed. “It’s hard to explain. It’s just something that I’ve picked up on. You watch all these movies that are quintessentially considered bad, but you glean the unlikeliest nuggets of wisdom from them.”
She struggled to understand Lily’s point, even if she knew Lily wasn’t making fun of her. “I might need you to explain this one to me, smarty-pants.”
“You once quoted the song ‘Ms. New Booty’ by Bubba Sparxxx.” Lily burst into laughter after she said the words.
“So what? There are some good lines.” Bennett bobbed her head along to the song now playing in her head.
“That’s what I mean,” Lily said, like it emphasized her point. “You said, ‘Whatever it is that you do, do it admirably’ when you saw a street performer in London.”
“It was admirable. He was doing some great tricks.”
“Exactly.”
Bennett cocked her head to the side. “Exactly what?”
“Exactly that. You take these things that most people don’t consider elevated and you find the wisdom in them. It’s quite Shakespearean if you ask me.”
“Wait, are you seriously comparing me to Shakespeare right now?”
“Today, he’s widely regarded as a master playwright, but he uses a lot of puns. Puns were considered low class at the time. The lowest common denominator in humor.”
“Are you saying I’m lowbrow?” Bennett asked, pulling her eyebrows together like a caveman.
Lily smiled but didn’t waver. “Not at all. I’m saying I think your surprising gift comes in finding beauty in the simple world around you.”
Bennett scoffed. “Sounds more like a curse, trying to explain to the world the merit of something most people don’t want to even admit they like.”
“But that’s the beauty of it. You take these things and pull out ribbons of truth and connection in them. It’s really cool. Honestly, I’m a little jealous.”
“Lily. I’m working to keep up with you here, but it’s difficult.”
“You see things differently than most people. I like that. And I think most importantly, I like you. It’s not the only reason, but...”
Bennett couldn’t help the smirk that took up residence on her face. “You also said you like that thing I do with my tongue,” she said quietly, leaning across the table.
Lily blushed again, and it made Bennett’s pulse pick up. “I do. A lot.”
She bit the inside of her cheek before speaking, lowering her voice even more. “I like that thing you do with your tongue, too.”
“I think it’s pretty clear I learned that from you.” Lily leaned closer. “Where did you learn that?”
Heat washed across Bennett’s skin, even in the chilly March weather. She almost forgot they were in public. “You’re, um... fairly vocal when you like something, so I tried new things until I figured it out.”
Lily bit her lip before she put her menu in front of her face. “Oh my god.”
Bennett snatched the menu away so that she could see her again. “It’s hot. So, so hot. Don’t think for a second it isn’t. And obviously, you have great intuition because I enjoyed it just as much as you did.”
They flirted a lot, but it was never as overt as it was now, with want percolating low in Bennett’s abdomen as they sat on a fairly busy thoroughfare. Tourists went about their day around them, oblivious to the conversation transpiring a few feet away. 
Lily scratched gently against Bennett’s wrist on the table, her lower lip still tugged between her teeth. She let it free with a soft pop before a smile blossomed across her face. “I’m not all that hungry anymore. Do you want to head back to the room?”
Bennett stood up so quickly she almost knocked the table over, throwing a few euro down for the restaurant’s trouble. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
They’d barely made it into their hotel room, tucked along a side street, before Bennett’s hands were on her, hot and consuming as she pulled at Lily’s sweater.
“Study abroad is one big vacation, but why does it feel like vacation sex when we travel is more fun?” Lily asked as she shrugged off her clothing. 
Her body flushed as Bennett’s eyes landed on her. “You don’t enjoy sex on a twin bed?” Bennett asked, stripping off her own clothing quickly.
“You know I do. I just get this weird thrill when I think about how we’re sleeping our way across Europe.”
Bennett wore only her bra and underwear now, a set Lily had seen before but would never grow tired of looking at. The bottoms hugged Bennett perfectly, and the cups of her bra pushed her breasts up so that they almost spilled over. 
Bennett stepped closer and ran her fingers down Lily’s stomach. “Maybe I’m mistaken, but it seems like you might enjoy discussing our sex life in public.”
Lily’s center throbbed, surprised at how Bennett’s words made heat flood through her veins. “Like you said, it’s hot.” She shrugged and tried to feign indifference, although her stomach was clenched tightly, her muscles taut like a strung bow.
As Bennett leaned in, she licked her lips and studied Lily closely. She ran her tongue against her teeth and brought her mouth to Lily’s ear, close but not touching. “It is hot. You’re very, very sexy. A few more minutes at that table, and I would have been a goner.”
A shiver ran down her exposed spine, and she draped her arms around Bennett’s hips. “What would have happened?” She had never imagined a world where she could be so open, so vocal with her wants. Until she met Bennett. Now, she couldn’t stop the words as they tumbled out.
Bennett slipped her arms around Lily’s back and unclasped her bra. “I couldn’t have done this, which would have been a shame.”
Lily stood in only her underwear, the air and so many other sensations making her nipples pucker in the darkened room. “Such a shame,” Lily breathed out slowly, Bennett’s face still close to her own.
“It really would have been,” Bennett said as she took a small step back. Lily missed the contact immediately. “I also couldn’t have done this,” she continued, running her fingers up Lily’s rib cage before she gently encircled her breasts.
“That feels amazing,” Lily pushed out, a sigh escaping her lips as she tilted her head back.
“Bed?” Bennett asked, her eyes intensely trained on Lily, hungry in a way that caused heat to further pool between her legs.
She didn’t answer, instead choosing to take a few more steps into the hotel room until she was able to rest on the edge of the plush bed. “Bed is always a good option.” Bennett licked her lips and Lily almost came undone imagining all the other places she wanted Bennett’s tongue, but she tried to rein in her emotion.
Bennett dropped onto the floor at the foot of the bed and pushed Lily’s legs open as she brought her hands up to her hips to hold them in place. Lily let her elbows drop so they held her up, her legs hanging off the edge. Bennett ran her fingers up Lily’s thighs, and she felt the touch across her entire body. Hot. Sensual. Sweet. Safe. So many feelings coursed through her as Bennett’s stare followed her fingers, tracing patterns across Lily’s body.
Lily sucked in a deep breath. She wanted to drop her arms and fall into the safety of the bed, but watching Bennett below her was too much of a turn-on, and she couldn’t make her body comply. 
“Do you like this?” Bennett asked as she placed kisses along the inside of her thigh, alternating between nipping and licking at the soft skin. A soft, punctuated moan escaped Lily’s lips, although saying more wasn’t possible in her blissed-out state. “I’ll take that as a yes,” Bennett said as she continued her trail upward, her nails dragging against Lily’s legs.
“Yes,” Lily finally managed. One of her arms pushed off the bed so that she could wrap her fingers around Bennett’s long hair. She loved her hair, smooth and silky and so unbelievably soft to the touch. 
“Good.” Bennett placed a light kiss on the barrier of her underwear before looking up at Lily, her lips drawn between her teeth. “Do you know how good you taste? I can’t get enough of it. I dream about you,” Bennett said as she looked back down between them, again focusing on the task at hand.
Lily’s body, although it maintained its position, was doing cartwheels and somersaults and exploding into oblivion with Bennett’s words, and she tried to hold her legs taut as Bennett’s lips inched closer to where she wanted them most.
 
***
 
Bennett was so blissed out from their trip to Italy that she could barely keep her eyes open on the flight back to London. They traveled well together, among the many other things they did extremely well together, and Bennett sighed as Lily snuggled her head against her shoulder in the small seats.
“Ciao,” Lily said quietly as the plane leveled off above the clouds, the city no longer visible below. God, could she be any cuter?
“You’ll be back before you know it,” Bennett said, interlacing their fingers together.
Lily sighed and leaned in closer if that was even possible. “I feel like I’m living in a fairy tale.”
Bennett leaned her own head on top of Lily’s. “It has been a wildly romantic whirlwind adventure.”
“So wild and romantic in fact that I am completely unprepared for my exam tomorrow.”
“Boo,” Bennett said, her sleepiness forgotten as she looked intently toward a flight attendant pushing a cart down the aisle. “Let’s have a drink.”
Lily rolled her eyes. “Bennett.”
“Okay. Let’s compromise.” Bennett smiled broadly and leaned back to look into Lily’s eyes. “I can compromise here. We have a drink, but I’ll help you study.”
“And how do you think that will work out for us?”
“Well, my other plan was to get you to go into the bathroom with me so that I can have my way with you. I was really proud of my maturity on this one.”
Lily laughed and the tips of her ears turned pink. She spoke quietly. “I don’t think anything can top the train from Rome to Venice.”
“Is that a challenge?” Bennett pulled her lip between her teeth and searched Lily’s eyes. She loved how responsive Lily’s face was. How she looked so sweet and innocent, but there was so much emotion and depth in her stare, her smile, her cheeks when they flushed. Bennett lifted her hand and ran her fingers gently along Lily’s sideswept bangs.
“I challenge you to help me study,” Lily said as she slipped her hand into the bag resting at her feet and pulled out a textbook.
“Depends. Is it something I can make sexual innuendos about, like anatomy?”
“You know I’m not taking anatomy.”
“Maybe some sort of sexy philosophy class?”
Lily pulled down her tray table and placed the book on top of it. “What does that even mean?”
Bennett ordered two glasses of wine when the flight attendant reached their row before she turned her attention back to Lily. “I don’t know. You could probably talk about gardening and it would be sexy.”
“That’s a sweet thought.”
A frown worked its way across Bennett’s face. Something felt off, although she couldn’t place her finger on it. “Is something wrong?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?” She hated the pitch of her tone.
“I need to make sure I still do well in my classes. I can’t forget that even if it’s about having fun here, there’s life outside of all this.” Lily pointed back and forth between them.
Bennett stilled. “I’m not... I’m not trying to distract you from doing well. I’m sorry if that’s how I made you feel.” Lily sighed and bit her lip. Bennett barely resisted pushing forward and capturing her lips with a kiss, but she sensed that wouldn’t be received well. “Will you look at me, Lily?” Tension welled up in Bennett’s stomach, and she tried to pretend it was from the change in altitude.
Lily ran her hands through her hair and pulled at her earlobe soothingly, like the act comforted her. “It’s...” Bennett’s stomach continued to tumble like someone had put sneakers in a washing machine. She didn’t want to push Lily, but damn if she didn’t wish she’d get the words out a little faster. “It’s nothing. I’m sorry I brought it up.”
“Talk to me. Please.” Bennett grabbed Lily’s hand and held it close, their bodies facing each other.
“I don’t even know how to explain it.”
Bennett wanted to be brave for both of them. She couldn’t stand the idea of Lily pulling away from her. “Maybe sometimes it’s hard to have weekends this good because we know they can’t go on forever.”
“I hate that I can’t stop worrying about it,” Lily whispered across the seat, her eyes sad. They hadn’t talked about the expiration date on their time together yet, but she knew Lily felt it.
“I worry about it, too. But I don’t want to give the time we have now over to worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet.” She hoped her words were enough, that they calmed the splotches on Lily’s cheeks so that she would stop digging her fingertips into the textbook on her tray table.
Lily sniffled and wiped her hand across her face before looking up at Bennett. “I think you’re probably going to break my heart, Bennett Burke.” The words were breezy, but Bennett felt their weight deep in her body.
She lifted her hand and brushed her thumb gently across Lily’s cheek, unable to deal with all the things she wanted to say. “Well, at least it won’t be because I didn’t help you study.” Bennett shifted quickly and nuzzled up against Lily’s side before she picked up the textbook and held it in front of them. “So, what are we learning today?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Present Day
 
“Thanks for meeting me,” Bennett said. She stood from her chair in the small restaurant she’d picked for lunch, not dinner, to ensure there were no romantic vibes. She hated this part, but by now, she’d gotten quite adept at it. “You look great, Roger.” She leaned forward and gave him a kiss on the cheek before sitting back down.
“I’ll be honest,” Roger said sincerely as he unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat down, “I was surprised to hear from you.”
Guilt welled up in Bennett’s gut. Roger had been nothing but kind and patient while she’d been flippant, evasive, and downright hot and cold. It wasn’t his fault, and as she stared into his bright blue eyes, embarrassment washed over her. Lily had been so right that night at the party about how unfair this was to everyone involved. She couldn’t change the past, but she could damn sure start doing better in the future.
“I’m sorry. And I’d like to say before we get into lunch, I am interested in being friends with you, but I can’t offer anything more.”
Roger laughed and flipped the small menu between his fingers. “I figured as much.”
Bennett cringed. “It’s not you, I promise.”
“Really, Bennett, it’s okay. I’m sure you get forced into as many dates as I do by your parents. I genuinely like you and enjoy your company. You’re a beautiful, intelligent woman, but I could tell the spark wasn’t there for you.”
She slumped her shoulders. Maybe she wasn’t as good at playing her insecurity and lack of interest off as she’d believed. She took a deep breath. “Roger, I’m a lesbian.” Bennett spit the words out before she could take them back. This was the second time she’d said the words in as many weeks, and she wondered if it would ever get easier.
“Seems like you weren’t barking up the best tree for you,” Roger said, his eyes light. “I understand what our families can be like, and I appreciate you being honest with me.”
“I just...” Bennett took a long sip of lemon water and tried to collect her thoughts. “I didn’t want you to think it was anything you’d done. You were a fantastic person to spend time with. You just weren’t the right person for me.”
Roger leaned back in his chair. “So I wasn’t wrong, then? Tom owes me twenty bucks! I am never letting him live this down.” He noticed Bennett’s confusion and sat up straighter. “With your permission, of course.”
“My permission to what?”
“To tell Tom that you totally were checking out his partner’s friend’s friend.” He let out a deep laugh. “Damn, what a tangled web we weave. What was her name?” He snapped his fingers, trying to pull the word always on the tip of Bennett’s tongue into existence. “Lily. The one you’re working on the wedding with,” he finished proudly.
Bennett’s face flushed, even though she knew it was coming. “I do not think it would be helpful to mention what you may or may not have noticed at the party. And seriously?” she said, changing the subject. “You guys were taking bets on that? I thought I was going to break your heart during this conversation, but you had me pegged all this time.”
Roger shrugged, like he’d live to love another day. “I’m just proud I was right.”
“I never admitted I was checking her out.” 
“Bennett...” She wanted to shrink under the table at the earnestness in his voice. Had she really been that obvious? Sure, Lily was captivating as she’d flitted about the room. Bennett could still remember Lily’s laughter and facial expressions weeks later, but she hated that other people had noticed.
Bennett cleared her throat and ran her fingers across the table. “Admitting this is still kind of new for me, so... if you could not make it a thing, at least for now, I’d really appreciate it.”
“Yes. Absolutely.” Roger grew serious. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I think I get a bit of a reputation around my friends as being cavalier, but I can be trusted.” He almost looked embarrassed. “With the exception of discussing whether you were checking Lily out with Tom, but it really did start as mostly a joke.” He bowed his head solemnly. “I will take the secret that I have better gaydar than Tom to my grave.”
Bennett finally managed a laugh. “Your discretion is appreciated.”
“Since we are very clearly in the friends column now, I’d actually been thinking of asking Sasha out. I felt like we really hit it off at the party.”
A strange wave of emotions coursed through Bennett. “You don’t need my permission.”
“I know. Just wanted to give you a heads-up. I obviously wouldn’t have done anything if we were still dating since we all know one another, but now...” Roger looked contemplative before he broke out into a grin. “Who knows? Maybe the four of us can go on a double date sometime?”
“I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”
Roger leaned forward. “Don’t sell yourself short. Lily would be lucky to have your attention. I know I was.”
“I’m fairly confident Lily doesn’t want my attention. And more importantly, big talker, Sasha hasn’t even agreed to go out with you yet.”
“I’d like to think I can be charming when I need to be.” He smiled, and a dimple appeared in his cheek. “Do you think it would be too forward to see if everyone wanted to go to the Hamptons?”
“Seriously?” The confidence of men never ceased to amaze her.
“I don’t know. It could be fun. It’s the off season, so it won’t be crawling with people. And we can take the boat out. None of my siblings will be clamoring for the house if we do it within the next month. You, me, Tom, Trey, Sasha, and Lily. And obviously Nora and Antonio if they wanted to come.”
“That sounds...” Like a great idea? Like a terrible one? What had Bennett just promised Lily about not making her life harder? But there was no reason she should expect Lily would join. “That sounds like a big idea.”
“Bad big or good big? I don’t want to overthink it, but it could be fun. There’s plenty of room, and I really did have a great time at the party. It was nice to not have to feel so on. You know?” 
Boy, did Bennett understand that sentiment. Even in spite of her nervousness around Lily, it had been a fun party. Everyone had gotten along, and she’d stayed until well into the night after most others had left, the group Roger wanted to invite on the trip, sans Lily, all having made it to the bitter end. 
Bennett stared at Roger for a few uncomfortable seconds, not giving anything away. She finally allowed a smile to blossom across her face. “If you can make this happen, I will be happy to tag along.”
 
***
 
Sasha, Nora, and Bennett all stared at Lily in her small office. Nora and Bennett sat on a love seat while Sasha sat across from them in a chair, and Lily refused to move from her desk. It was the only power she had right now, and damn if she wasn’t going to maximize it.
What had her life become? When did everything spiral so wildly out of her control?
“You should all go. Seriously. I have way too much work to get away.”
Nora piped up from across the room. “But with me on the trip as well, we can get everything hammered out.” A stupidly good point. It would be difficult to work if she couldn’t get answers to her questions. “Antonio is coming, too,” Nora said, like she knew she was sweetening the pot.
Why were the fates conspiring against her? She paid her taxes. She gave money to charities. She tried to do the right thing. Why was life insistent on throwing her down a path she had absolutely no desire to travel?
Spending a weekend with Bennett and her beard boyfriend was not on Lily’s list of priorities, whether or not they’d decided to be friends. Could she reasonably get out of this without upsetting Nora? The trip hadn’t even been the bride’s idea, and yet here she sat as some sort of ringleader, working to coax Lily to come along.
“It is very sweet to be included, but seriously, I didn’t even make it until the end of that party. Whatever bonding ceremony you all did that’s led to a weekend in the Hamptons, I’m over the moon for you.” Lily stilled. “Wait. Sasha, do you and Nora even know one another? Nora wasn’t at Tom and Trey’s party.”
Sasha laughed and brushed her hair back. “We all met out in the lobby just now. Had a few minutes to chat while you finished your appointment.” Nora threw Sasha a knowing nod like they were already friends, with even Bennett managing a small smile.
“I feel like I’m in The Twilight Zone,” Lily muttered down to her desk.
“What’s that?” Nora asked loudly.
Lily tried to correct her posture and pushed her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. “Nora, I need at least an hour of your undivided attention on Saturday and Sunday. Since we’re friendly now, I can admit that I am unwilling to disappoint your aunt aka my boss, so I need us to stay on track. Your wedding is less than a month away.”
Nora pouted, and Lily noticed that Bennett tried to hide a smile. “I agree to your terms. Does that mean you’ll come along?”
Setting terms had been the wrong tactic; Lily was now backed into a corner from which she couldn’t escape. “I...”
Sasha turned her attention toward Lily then, her friend brimming with energy. “Come on, Lily. It’ll be fun. It’s the perfect balance between a big party and sitting at home alone with your thoughts.”
Lily thought she saw Bennett smile again. She hated how attuned to her she was, even after years of not seeing her. All of the women sitting in front of her looked beautiful today, but it was Bennett who continually caught her off guard. She was in jeans again, a new occurrence since they’d first started working together wedding planning, and her hair was pulled back casually in a high ponytail that made her face look more angular. With very little makeup, she looked like the Bennett Lily remembered from sleepy mornings curled up together, and she tried to push the memories away.
“It could be fun,” Bennett chimed in. Lily fully focused on her then, her cheeks rosy, looking more comfortable than she’d seen her in months.
Lily cleared her throat. “Okay. I’ll go.”
Nora, bless her heart, stood up and literally clapped like she’d seen the world’s best finale performance, and Bennett stood up next to her. Nora walked over quickly and gave Lily a hug before she could protest. “This is gonna be great, Lily. I’m very excited.” She said the word very like she’d been talking about something of the utmost importance instead of convincing a person who worked for her to come on a weekend trip.
When the whirlwind that was Nora Southerland left her office with Bennett in tow a minute later, Lily turned back to the small sitting area to find Sasha’s eyes intently on her. “What?” Lily asked, lifting her hand up to her face, mortified of the possibility that a rogue bit of food had been stuck in her teeth for that entire meeting.
“Seems like you and Bennett are figuring out how to be friends.”
Lily pushed her tongue against the backs of her teeth and searched for the right words. “We’re working on it. If what just happened was any indication, our lives seem to want to collide at every possible point.”
“Do you think there’s something to that?”
“Having the world’s worst luck?” Lily answered flippantly.
Sasha rolled her eyes. “Whatever. It’s going to be fun. Do you think this means we’re in a clique now?” she said with a laugh as she stood up and walked over to Lily’s desk.
“We’re not twelve, Sasha.” She tried to say the words seriously, but a smile tugged at her lips. 
“A gang then?”
Lily’s lips twitched. “Colder.”
“Whatever. Come on, it’s quitting time. Let’s go get a drink, and we can talk about this weekend.”
“What is there to discuss?” Lily kept her voice even, worried Sasha would bring up something she didn’t want to talk about, namely, sleeping in the same house as Bennett for the weekend.
Sasha smiled broadly. “Duh. I need to know what time you’re going to pick me up, carpool buddy.”
Lily let out a deep breath and put her palms down on her desk. She needed to get herself under control in the next few days to give herself even the slightest chance of enjoying the trip. “You better be buying me a fantastic breakfast, then.”
“Done.” 
 
***
 
Bennett sat at the long bar and surveyed the customers as they stepped inside. She’d arrived early, but with nowhere to be lately, it wasn’t difficult for her to keep plans anymore. It had been two weeks since she’d told her father she needed time off. It hadn’t been the most mature reaction to the situation, but the more days that passed, the harder the idea of going back to work at her family’s company became. The long hours. The impossibility of making any friends there due to her last name. The complete unwillingness of her family to acknowledge her work. 
She refused to be subordinate to Donovan, and since his newly acquired position hadn’t changed, at least as far as she’d heard, there was no sense in returning. But how long could this last? She had the first part of her trust fund from when she’d turned twenty-five that she hadn’t touched, but she was listless. There was only so much television she could watch in a day, and she’d already aggressively cleaned every inch of her apartment more than a few times.
A soft voice pulled her from her mental spiral, and she looked up at bright, cheerful eyes and a smile. “Bennett, right?” The woman was shorter than Bennett had expected, with long, blonde hair that her pictures on the LadyLuck dating app hadn’t done justice. She looked like she’d just come from work, although probably not in finance or a corporate role given the stylish yet oversized sweater and brown boots she wore.
“Yes,” Bennett answered as she stood up. “Chelsea. It’s nice to meet you.”
“You too.” Chelsea was all smiles as she slipped onto the barstool next to Bennett.
Bennett took her date in. She hadn’t exactly wanted to sign up for a dating app, but it wasn’t Nora’s worst idea. Within hours, Bennett’s profile had been made, and she’d been left to swipe to her little lesbian heart’s content. 
She took a deep breath and tried to steady her nerves. Chelsea was beautiful, exactly Bennett’s type in terms of understated attractiveness. She didn’t have a lot of experience considering what she really wanted in a partner or in a relationship, but in the past few weeks, she’d finally allowed her mind to wander, to consider all the desires she’d repressed for too long.
“I’ve never done this before.” Bennett put her hand over her mouth, knowing it wasn’t what she should have said.
Chelsea smiled, and it was so sincere that Bennett managed to relax ever so slightly. “Used a dating app or...”
“Oh god,” Bennett said with a strangled laugh. “The app part. I’ve dated women.” A woman, but Bennett pushed the thoughts of her away like she’d done so many times recently.
“Truthfully, you never know who you’re going to meet until they show up. But, if it puts you at ease, your pictures don’t do you justice.” Chelsea smiled again, the whites of her teeth prominent against her rosy cheeks.
“You either.” A nervous thrill shooting through Bennett’s body with the admission. “Although you may have set me down the path of disaster, making me believe that everyone will be who they say they are.”
Chelsea bit the inside of her cheek. “Just trying to do my part to keep the world honest.”
Bennett nodded along with Chelsea’s words. “Honesty is good.”
“So, in the spirit of honesty, what’s your story?” Chelsea laughed when Bennett raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I’ve been on a decent number of online dates, so we can definitely do the small talk thing if you’d prefer.”
“Wow,” Bennett said with a laugh. “Does your back hurt?”
“Hurt?” Chelsea asked. She twisted slightly in her seat before she met Bennett’s stare again.
“From carrying the team.” Bennett smiled, liking how, in spite of the confusing comment, Chelsea zeroed back in on her and never lost the conversation or wavered in her enthusiasm.
“Well,” Chelsea said seriously, “you’re not coked out of your mind, and you actually showed up tonight. You’re doing your part as far as I’m concerned.”
“Really?” Bennett let out a whoosh of air and ran her fingers through her hair. “Is that really the standard these days?”
Chelsea leaned slightly forward. “Where have you been?” Bennett tried to stay focused as Chelsea’s gaze swept across her body. “Just out of a relationship?”
How did Bennett answer that one? How did she begin to unpack the last five years of her life? She took a deep breath and stilled her fidgeting fingers against the bar. “Out of a relationship with my job, mostly. I have a little more time and clarity to focus on me right now. How about you?”
“I work for a startup in the city in marketing. My family lives back in the Midwest. I came out here for college and never left. Are you from New York?”
“I am. I mean, as much as anyone really can be. My family lives in Connecticut, but I work in the city.” Bennett paused. “I did work in the city, and I live in Manhattan.”
“Nice. I live in Brooklyn. Does that mean we’re doomed to fail?”
Bennett smiled. She felt like she was being gently guided through the conversation, comforted by the soft lilt in Chelsea’s voice. “Is there a rivalry I missed somewhere between Manhattan and Brooklyn?”
“I mean, if there is, it’s being led by the subway. It’s been a mess this past year, worse on the weekends.”
“Well,” Bennett said, trying to hide her blush, “not to put the cart before the horse, but I am amenable to commuting, especially given my currently open schedule.” Chelsea had a look on her face that Bennett couldn’t read, like she was trying to work something out. “What?” Bennett finally asked, unable to figure it out.
“Most people would have lied.”
“Lied about what?”
“Not having a job. New Yorkers love talking about their jobs. What do you do to keep busy?”
Bennett considered the question. “It’s all still kinda new, but I like to run the Brooklyn Bridge, so I’m over your way pretty often. I started volunteering a bit during the afternoons. I will be honest and admit that I’ve watched a lot of bad movies the past few weeks.” God, it felt good to be honest. So much so that Bennett didn’t know if lying would ever be a possibility again.
“Anything worth commenting on?” Chelsea asked as the bartender approached to take their orders. Bennett got another whiskey and Chelsea opted for a martini. When the drinks arrived, Bennett couldn’t help but focus on how Chelsea’s fingers wrapped gently around the stem of the glass, and she felt a pang hit her in the gut. She allowed herself to feel, for the first time in a long time, especially with someone new.
Bennett took a small sip of her drink, and the alcohol snaked down her throat. She shook her head gently. “I am not known for my taste in movies. It’s just one of those things about me.”
“Well, even with your taste in movies, I like what I’m learning.” Heat pricked against Bennett’s skin, and she tried not to focus on Chelsea’s lower lip, slightly wet from her sip of martini. Or how Chelsea’s gaze had continued to flick across her face a few times, like she was studying Bennett intently.
“I like what I’m learning, too.” Bennett’s voice was slightly high, a little more nervous than she’d wanted as she pushed the words out. 
Chelsea wasn’t the person she’d imagined in all of her fantasies over the years, and she didn’t know all of her freckles and divots and the sounds she made. But there wasn’t an insurmountable history between them. This date was a clean slate. A fresh start to the rest of Bennett’s life.
They spent an hour together before they parted ways with plans to connect again, Bennett a little drunk as she sat in the back of the cab on the ride to her apartment. A different face flashed through her mind. In spite of the nice time she’d had tonight, it always lingered in the background. Lily always lingered, no matter how much time passed or hurt happened. But Lily was no longer an option, and Bennett needed to find a way to be okay with that.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Berlin, 2013
 
They’d travelled every weekend for the past month. It was like they both felt the weight as the semester began to wind down. With only a month left before study abroad was over, travelling was a way to pretend the end wasn’t near, to pack a lifetime of adventure into just a few short months.
With Bennett at the planning helm, they’d found themselves in Dublin and Barcelona and Helsinki the weeks prior. They’d started the current long weekend in Prague but had taken the train over to Berlin to spend the last two nights. Lily was becoming far too accustomed to the trappings of Bennett’s life, their rooms always gorgeous with breathtaking views. Lily’s original plans had been centered on shared hostels and inconvenient flight or train times when the tickets were cheapest during off-peak hours.
Bennett, as she was finding, didn’t subscribe to the idea that comfort should be sacrificed for cost, though it was clear Bennett had never lived in a world where those two things were mutually exclusive.
Berlin wasn’t an especially pretty city in early spring, but it oozed romance because she was there with Bennett. They held hands as they walked through the streets, the sun finally showing itself after an overcast morning. Lily disengaged their hands as she readjusted her side bag while they walked, but Bennett found it again when it dropped back to her side.
“Afraid you’ll lose me in the hustle and bustle?” Lily asked as she scanned the less-than-busy promenade they wandered down. They were meandering with no destination in particular. Lily loved these days, when they could just be.
Bennett had been quiet all morning, sticking close to Lily’s side, not engaging with many of the comments Lily made as they walked around. “I like holding your hand,” Bennett said quietly.
Lily stopped and smiled, her eyes finding Bennett’s. “I like holding your hand, too.”
“No...” Bennett shifted her position so that they faced one another, a serious look on her face.
“No?” she asked, willing her voice to remain confident.
Bennett ran her free hand through her long hair and let out a soft sigh, staring slightly past Lily toward a particularly vibrant piece of art on the East Side Gallery. “I’m sorry, I didn’t finish that thought. No, I don’t like holding your hand.”
“You don’t like holding my hand?” Lily cocked her head to the side, now more confused, which she hadn’t thought possible. She moved to drop her hand, but Bennett held tight and shifted her focus so she met Lily’s gaze, her eyes wide as she chewed at her lip.
“God. Ugh,” Bennett whined, going so far as to do a small foot stomp like an angry pony. “This isn’t how I practiced.”
Bennett grew even more flustered, the tips of her cheeks bright. She wanted to laugh at Bennett’s strange posture and movement, but her stomach felt heavy with Bennett’s words. “Practiced?”
Bennett took a deep breath and looked at Lily so seriously she felt the stare inside her bones. “I don’t like holding your hand. I love holding your hand. I love you. I’ve wanted to say it for a while now, but it’s the truth. It didn’t seem right to keep it in any longer.”
Lily’s heart jumped like she’d just been zapped by a bolt of lightning, and she tried to reorient herself from the serious conversation she’d thought they were about to have. “You look so upset right now because you love me?”
A throaty, strangled laugh pushed out of Bennett. “I wanted to say it somewhere much more romantic, but I kept chickening out.”
Lily pulled Bennett with her from the main promenade into an even less busy alleyway, her heart still beating wildly in her chest. Bennett seemed strangely scared by the weight of her words, so Lily tried to stay calm for both of them and not upset the delicate balance. “Like where?”
Bennett licked her lips. “On the beach in Barcelona. In the forest near Helsinki. Atop the castle in Prague. In bed in Dublin.” Lily’s cheeks grew pink with the last mention, remembering the trip to Dublin that she could still feel in her body fondly.
“So, you’ve been thinking about this for a while now?” Lily didn’t mean to tease her, but her tone came out light and breezy. She ran her fingers down Bennett’s sides and waited for an answer.
“You could have said it first, you know.” Bennett shifted back and forth, although less aggressively than moments ago, and looked down at their hands still clasped together. “I mean, if you feel it, too.”
“I love you, Bennett.” Lily waited until Bennett looked at her, their eyes connecting in a charged stare that made Lily feel like there was nothing in the world except them and the moment they were sharing. “I just didn’t want to say it because we haven’t really talked about what comes next with us. Not saying the words may not protect my heart like I’d hoped, but of course I love you. I’m so in love with you.”
Bennett finally stood still, and a smile bloomed wild across her face that Lily had never seen before, so sincere and open that Lily thought maybe it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. “Then whatever else there is, we can work through it, right?” 
“We can work through it,” Lily said with more confidence than she felt, unwilling to dim Bennett’s shine for even a second.
Later that night, when they snuggled into bed together, Bennett ran her fingers down Lily’s hips, pulling gently in a way Lily knew by now meant Bennett wanted her to turn around so they could face one another.
How had it happened so quickly? The awareness she felt when Bennett was near. Being constantly in sync with nothing more than a touch. Lily hoped the end would never come, but she was practical, and she worried that if it did, Bennett’s affections had ruined every other future relationship she could have.
But she pushed the thought aside as she rolled over, their faces so close she could brush their noses together. Bennett breathed quietly into the small space between them, her bottom lip tucked between her teeth. 
Lily ran her hand down Bennett’s arm that rested atop the comforter. She slipped all the way down to entangle their fingers together and gave Bennett’s hand a squeeze. “You okay?”
Bennett burrowed her face into the pillow, her voice muffled. “I just wanted to say good night.”
“Good night, Bennett.” She squeezed Bennett’s hand again to get her attention. Today, the typically confident Bennett had been replaced with a slightly unsure version that looked like a wayward child who needed approval. Lily tilted her head down and shifted Bennett’s face away from the pillow with her nose, daring Bennett to look at her.
Bennett followed Lily’s movements until they stared at one another, their faces only an inch apart. Lily shifted forward and placed a light, decisive kiss on Bennett’s lips. “I love you, Bennett.”
It was heartbreaking how Bennett’s shoulders visibly softened, and she let out a breath of air like she’d been holding it forever. Did Bennett really feel so undeserving of love that she’d been surprised Lily had said it back? For Bennett’s sometimes flippant and flighty demeanor, it was clear she cared what others thought, and it was clear she sometimes thought of herself as lacking. But Bennett had been brave enough to say the words first, and that meant more to Lily than she could ever articulate. 
Lily slipped her hand under the cover and ran her fingers down Bennett’s naked body, pushing gently into the soft skin of her hip as Bennett hummed in response.
“I love you, too,” Bennett said slightly breathlessly as Lily’s fingers found a tense, puckered nipple.
“But you know,” Lily said as she plucked her finger against the sensitive bud, Bennett already arching into the touch, “I think I’d rather show you how much I love you.”
Bennett met her stare again, and warmth washed across Lily’s body. She pushed her body toward Bennett and rolled on top of her, straddling her torso as Bennett blinked in surprise.
Within minutes, Lily pulled an orgasm from Bennett, and as the woman below her whispered, “I love you, Lily,” into the darkened room, Lily crashed their lips together in a messy, uncoordinated kiss she hoped conveyed all the messy, uncoordinated feelings she felt for Bennett that only continued to grow stronger.
Lily finally pulled her lips away after the kiss grew languid, though she missed the softness immediately. She laid her hand down on Bennett’s heart and felt the quick, insistent thrum that reverberated through her own body. “I love you, too.”
 
***
 
Bennett woke up on their last morning in Berlin with a strange mix of emotions coursing through her. It felt like trepidation laced with excitement, everything battling inside her body while she tried to remain still. 
Lily slept peacefully next to her, hair fanned out across the pillow, her body turned away from Bennett. She reached out, as she did so many mornings, and ran her finger down Lily’s body. She started at her shoulder, her fingers mimicking the action of plucking a violin string, an instrument she hadn’t played in years, continuing downward across her rib cage before settling her palm against the slope of Lily’s hip.
In spite of what they’d done last night, Bennett still had trouble falling asleep, plagued with a nervous energy she didn’t know how to focus. She’d spent most of the night thinking about her future, a future she desperately wanted Lily to be a part of.
She wanted to fall into the sensation of being in love. She’d been straddling the line for too long when all she wanted to do was let go and give herself over fully to the hope and fear and excitement of something not just new to her but more powerful than anything she’d ever experienced.
Her parents had to come around, didn’t they? The Burkes were traditional, but that didn’t mean they needed to be archaic. As long as Bennett excelled in school and represented the family well, who she loved shouldn’t be an issue. Her stomach sank when she considered how unlikely her hopefulness was, when she remembered all the snide comments her mother had made about far less egregious offenses in their world.
But she’d been the one who’d opened the door. She’d professed her love to Lily yesterday, unable to keep the words that hung on the tip of her tongue every moment of every day inside anymore. She didn’t want to lie to Lily, and she couldn’t imagine waiting another second to tell her the truth.
Her lips had formed the words before her mind had processed the consequences, and even though she didn’t want to take them back, the implication sat heavy in her stomach, like a rock weighing her down.
Lily rolled toward her then, a sleepy smile on her face as she wrapped her arm around Bennett’s torso. “Morning,” Lily said softly, snuggling close. Bennett melted into the touch, her fears from moments ago vanishing as she gave into Lily’s warm embrace.
“I want to make plans,” Bennett said. Lily’s eyes popped open then, like she’d just heard a fire alarm go off in the hotel. “I mean, if you want to,” Bennett continued quickly. “I want to make plans. I want this to be real. Not just here, but back home.”
“Oh...” Lily shook the sleep away and rubbed her eyes before stretching. Bennett refused to allow herself to be distracted when the sheet slipped down and exposed Lily’s chest. She wanted Lily’s body, but she also wanted more than that. So much more.
“I’m sorry to spring this on you first thing in the morning. I just didn’t want to wait.”
Lily smiled and ran her fingers through her tousled hair, but her silence gave Bennett no indication if she’d misstepped. “Another one of your surprises,” she pushed out with a laugh that stilled in the air. Lily pushed impossibly closer, and Bennett’s stomach fluttered as Lily ran her fingers along her temple and cheek. “But it’s a good one.”
“Yeah?” Bennett asked, sure the uncertainty was obvious when her voice cracked.
Lily slid her finger from Bennett’s cheek and rested her thumb against Bennett’s bottom lip. Bennett’s stomach coiled with the sensual act, but she worked to stay focused on the conversation when Lily spoke. “Seems like you’ve been having a lot of thoughts you’re finally deciding to share.”
“No time like the present, right?” When she spoke, Lily’s finger remained on her lip, and she couldn’t help herself as she bit at the tip playfully. 
When Lily purred in contentment with the connection, Bennett’s stomach bottomed out, and she slipped her tongue across where she’d just bitten, her eyes following Lily’s face as she sucked the finger into her mouth. Lily breathed sharply, and her eyes blew wide as she maintained her focus on Bennett just as intensely as Bennett stared back. The moment was charged, Bennett’s body lit up brighter than a neon sign in Las Vegas.
Without preamble, Lily slipped the finger from her mouth and trailed it down Bennett’s neck and chest. She made a small, lazy circle with her fingers around one of Bennett’s nipples before continuing downward until her hand settled between Bennett’s thighs.
Bennett sighed and shifted into Lily’s hand, surprised at the turn their morning was taking. “I feel like I’m being trained to have a Pavlovian response.”
Lily pushed her hand against Bennett’s center but made no additional movement. “How do you figure?” Lily asked, a smirk on her face that gave Bennett the impression she knew exactly what she was doing.
Bennett played along. “Well, I tell you how much I love you and that I want to plan a future with you, and then you act slightly annoyed I didn’t say it sooner but make up for your indignation by making me come.”
“Is that so?” Lily asked as she began to move her fingers ever so slightly against Bennett.
“Lily,” Bennett breathed out as Lily stopped just short of where she needed her. Bennett’s body tightened, and she tried to keep from pulling her legs together to alleviate the pressure.
“What?” Lily looked at her with wide, unblinking eyes that tried to convey innocence, but Bennett knew the truth. Lily’s fingers had begun to push against Bennett’s center, but Lily kept her stare focused on Bennett’s face, her brow drawn slightly together as she pushed her fingers inward.
Bennett’s eyes practically rolled back in her head as Lily slipped inside, any conversation forgotten as she leaned into the touch. Getting lost in one another’s bodies with mind-blowing sex certainly wouldn’t solve their problems, but Bennett was helpless to how her body, and her heart, responded when Lily was close.
 
***
 
They sat in the bar in the airport, Lily exhausted from the long weekend and excited to head back to London. Bennett had her Macbook Pro opened in front of her while Lily’s older-model laptop rested on her legs, her feet kicked up on a small edge running under the bar. The task of the moment was to not get ahead of the upcoming week. Instead, they were checking their personal calendars and upcoming class schedules for senior year at their respective schools.
It felt big, maybe too big, but Lily was all in. Bennett had brought up the conversation first, and she wanted to believe her that this was a step they were really taking together. For as much as they’d already done, Lily tried, sometimes tirelessly, to not get too caught up in the possibility of what came next.
But here they were, looking over one another’s shoulders as they built out a shared calendar for upcoming commitments. Bennett’s social obligations outnumbered Lily’s tenfold, but Lily’s blackout dates, on account of work, took up a significant amount of space, too. Most of her time since they’d sat down had been spent figuring out how long it would take to save for airfare between trips.
“You’ll be in New York this summer, right?” Bennett asked as she peeked at Lily’s laptop, their shoulders brushing together.
“I will,” Lily said as a smile bloomed across her face. For as hard as their senior year apart would be, they could still have the summer in New York together. Lily imagined introducing Bennett to her parents and spending days together in Prospect Park. She had a whole mental View-Master filled with the most ridiculously mundane activities she would do with Bennett.
“Good.” Bennett flashed a smile that made Lily’s knees go weak; thankfully she was already seated.
“Another round?” the bartender asked as he stepped in front of where they sat with their heads leaned together.
“Sure,” Lily said before she thought about it too much. Bennett nodded in agreement, too. Lily was on cloud nine now that she’d allowed herself to become excited about planning. She turned her attention back to Bennett. “I am taking a few classes this summer. Otherwise, I won’t be able to take the required economics classes in the fall to graduate on time.”
“No victory lap?” Bennett asked with a quirked brow.
Lily laughed at the absurdity of the statement. “Studying abroad was already difficult enough to make work. I don’t have the time or money to waste another year.”
“Why would it be a waste? Are you really that excited to get out in the real world?”
“I’m excited to make money and build my career. Why? Are you not excited?” They hadn’t discussed their futures all that much, treading away from any conversation that led them down the path of discussing their future together.
“I’ll work at my family’s company,” Bennett said dully.
“Is that not something you’re interested in doing?”
Bennett shrugged and took a sip of her drink. “It’s what I’m meant to do, and it’s what will please my parents.”
Lily shook her head slowly and worked to find gentle words. “But don’t you have a say in what you want to do?”
“‘Want’ is a strange word in my family.”
“How’s that?” Lily put her laptop up on the bar counter and shifted her knees toward Bennett to give her full attention.
“We’re all tied a little bit to one another’s success. My great-grandfather started the company, and what we do professionally is as much a personality trait as our hobbies at this point.”
Lily pushed her tongue against the backs of her teeth and tried not to speak in frustrated absolutes about what assholes Bennett’s family seemed to be. “Does it have to be that way?”
“If you want to be in the family business, you play by the family’s rules.”
“Well, if you’re part of the family, can’t you help set what those rules are?”
Bennett stilled. A look flashed across her face Lily couldn’t read. “Maybe if I was in control, but I’m not.”
“So... you want to be in charge so that you can change things?”
“I think I have a responsibility to uphold the family name and try to make Burke Enterprises as successful as it can be.”
Lily blanched. How had she been so oblivious to never put two and two together before? She knew Bennett’s last name. She knew she was wealthy. She knew her family owned a business. It felt like someone had just slipped the last number of a lock sequence into place, and she heard an audible click in her mind. “Burke Enterprises? As in the real estate conglomerate?”
Bennett’s shoulders hunched, and she looked at Lily with a strange expression. “I thought you knew. And while we’ve diversified to more than just a real estate focus in the last decade, yes, it’s likely we are discussing the same company.”
“Oh... okay.” Lily struggled with her words and tapped her fingers errantly against the bar. This information didn’t change anything, technically, except to further highlight how different her world and Bennett’s were. Lily had thought they were different in that Bennett had gone to private school while she’d gone to public school. Not that Bennett’s family could have founded a private school and likely had their name emblazoned on at least a few buildings at elite institutions across the country.
Bennett’s fingers were soothing as they rubbed lightly at Lily’s knuckles. “I know I just said some things about how what we do professionally is part of our personal lives, but I really am just a normal person.”
Lily wanted to believe Bennett, but a strange, uncomfortable sensation percolated in her gut as she continued to consider how different their lives were. How recently she’d been fantasizing about all the normal, mundane things they could do together, when Bennett’s life was so far from her own world, even on Bennett’s most boring days. 
But they’d ended up here, together, as unlikely as that was, and Lily wanted so much to believe they could overcome any obstacles or class clash that came their way. Bennett wasn’t an alien; she was just an extremely wealthy member of New York’s elite who probably got filmed by paparazzi at events. Fine. It would all be fine.
With a soft smile, Lily willed her nervousness away and looked at Bennett intently. “You, Bennett Burke, are anything but normal, which is one of the things I love most about you.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Present Day
 
“Holy shit, this is a nice house,” Sasha said as they pulled up to the locked gate, a mansion looming in the distance. She was the picture of cheer and ease, dressed in a pair of linen pants and a striped shirt, a wide floppy hat and sunglasses already on in spite of the early hour.
Lily put in the code they’d been given that morning and waited for the gate to swing open. She knew enough about this world, mostly because of her wealthy wedding clientele. She’d worked with a bride who lived just a few doors down two summers ago, although Roger’s house was even nicer than that one. 
Lily hadn’t mentioned Bennett’s outburst at the bar to Sasha because it wasn’t her story to tell. But this weekend was going to be complicated for so many reasons, one of which was that she was a guest of a man who was dating her ex-girlfriend whom he didn’t know was a lesbian. 
She didn’t want to begrudge Roger just because he was dating Bennett, whatever that even meant, so she took a deep breath and allowed herself to enjoy the well-manicured lawn and pristine facade. The architecture was Shingle style, which Lily had always loved most on her trips out this way. A large porch wrapped around the house with complex, sloped roof lines and asymmetrical facades on the second story. There were large clusters of windows along both the first and second floors, perfect to allow the sun to stream in. 
Lily imagined reading a book on the porch in the morning, her feet perched on the railing with a cup of coffee. “It is pretty,” she admitted as they pulled up next to a Range Rover parked outside a detached four-car garage built in the same style as the house.
Sasha looked toward Lily and sighed. “Pretty is what you call an apartment in college or the nails you paint with your nondominant hand. This is gorgeous. It’s a marvel,” she finished wistfully.
Lily couldn’t resist a scoff. “Don’t fall too in love, Sasha. It’s just a weekend.”
“Exactly! We have the whole weekend. Why are you trying to muddy the waters before the fun’s even begun?” Sasha looked at her seriously. “Is this about Bennett? Because you said you were okay.” 
Okay? What did that word even mean? “I’m fine.”
“You are fine, girl. You look like a million bucks,” Sasha said with a cheesy smile. 
So maybe Lily had gotten a haircut on Thursday and gone shopping. It was entirely possible that she’d make some new client connections this weekend, and looking the part was half the battle in being taken seriously in her business. And maybe if other people thought Lily looked good, that would be okay, too. She refused to spend long enough thinking about her behavior to consider what kind of person it made her.
Lily flipped her visor down and glanced at herself in the mirror. She pushed her newly sideswept bangs back in place before running her tongue across her teeth in case her lipstick had smeared on the drive. “I appreciate the compliment. Have you checked in with Tom and Trey?”
Sasha pulled her phone from the bag at her feet and scrolled through her messages. “They’re driving now. They should get here in about an hour.”
A group of people was a very different experience than a few people, and Lily hoped everyone would stay together for the weekend instead of splitting off into smaller factions that left more room for personal conversations instead of amiable chatter. As she took a few deep breaths, she wondered again why she’d ever agreed to this, but it was too late now as Sasha opened her door and hopped out of the car.
They grabbed their bags and headed toward the front entrance of the house, and Lily had to keep her awe at the sheer opulence in check. If she acted like she belonged, other people would think she did, too. Sasha didn’t seem to have the same apprehension, buzzing around her and pushing open the front door without knocking.
“Hello?” Sasha called into the large foyer.
“In the kitchen,” a voice, probably Roger’s, called back to them.
She dropped her bag near the steps and followed her energetic best friend like a shadow. They walked into the large, modern kitchen to find Roger, Bennett, Nora, and a man who undoubtedly had to be Antonio sitting around a breakfast nook drinking mimosas.
“Morning,” Sasha said brightly. “Your house is lovely, Roger. Thanks so much for inviting us.”
Roger quickly hopped down from his bar chair and moved across the room. He looked comfortable here, his dress shirt rolled up on his forearms and untucked from his khaki shorts. “Morning. So glad you two could make it. Any trouble finding the place?”
“Not really,” Sasha said, thankfully willing to hold the conversation as Lily tried to focus on Roger instead of a few feet past him where Bennett still sat, her body now turned toward them. If Roger looked comfortable, Bennett looked like she’d been born to be here in a patterned maxi dress with the shoulders cut out to accentuate the long line of her collarbone. 
Lily felt the annoying thrum her body insisted on experiencing whenever Bennett was close; it was worse when Bennett’s stare was trained on Lily like she was the only person in the room. It must have been a gift the other woman had. Lily had never understood what it meant when people said they felt someone watching them until she’d met Bennett and become attuned to her in a way she couldn’t seem to break.
“Lily, come here,” Nora called across the room. “I want you to meet Antonio.”
She let out a breath and smiled at Roger and Sasha as she stepped away from them, the two already already resuming their conversation. “It’s nice to meet you, Antonio,” Lily said as she reached the group and extended her hand.
Lily knew Nora was marrying for love, but she would also believe if she didn’t know them that Nora had been marrying Antonio for his dashing good looks. He made tall, dark, and handsome seem like his own personal brand, but he had a kind smile that oozed sincerity and warmth. “Lovely to finally meet you,” Antonio said with the slightest hint of an accent. “Nora has been singing your praises to me while I was away.”
“I’m happy to hear that,” Lily said, her cheeks flushed from the compliment. “She’s been a joy to work with, and I’m happy to finally meet you as well. Did you have a good drive?” Lily tried to remember her small talk skills as she continued to feel Bennett’s stare.
“We beat the traffic, but Bennett made us stop way more than necessary,” Nora answered before she took another sip of her mimosa. “Do you want a drink?”
“A drink sounds great.” Anything to temper her erratic heartbeat and her restless fingers tapping errantly against the marble countertop.
Bennett’s voice from across the table rocketed her back to reality, and a pang of nostalgia hit her squarely in the gut. “I’m sorry I drank a lot of water this morning. My apologies for staying hydrated.” 
They’d always had to find random bathrooms across Europe for Bennett. It was so stupid Lily wanted to laugh at the strange ways the past snuck up on her, but she swallowed the sound in her throat before it escaped. 
Nora poured her a mimosa from the large carafe sitting in the middle of everyone and handed the glass to Lily with a smile. “Really, I’m so glad you’re here, Lily. You have a great energy.”
Lily looked at Nora and tried to make sense of her words, coming up empty. “Energy?”
“Like your aura. I guess in the real world you’d call it a temperament.”
Now Lily was even more confused, so she did what she always did and deflected. “I could say the same about you. You’re getting married in less than a month, and I haven’t seen you freak out about a single thing.”
“The hard work is done.” Nora wrapped her hand around Antonio’s. “We found one another, and more importantly, I stood up to my parents. Everything else is, and apologies for the pun, icing on the wedding cake.”
“You didn’t even pick your own wedding cake, Nora,” Bennett said with a light laugh.
“Pretty sure it’s still my cake, though. I mean...” Nora ran her tongue across her teeth, drawing the moment out. “Unless you want it for your wedding.”
A strange, uncomfortable sensation wrapped itself around Lily’s body, like she was being constricted and couldn’t breathe. Would Bennett actually go through with a wedding to Roger? She hated that she cared, and she took a large gulp of her mimosa to stop from asking any questions.
“You’re such an ass,” Bennett said, reaching for the carafe.
“You know I love you, Benny.” 
Like angels from above, Roger and Sasha finally wandered back to the group to get drinks. Lily was thankful the conversation wouldn’t continue. Playing pretend was one thing, but actively dragging Roger, who’d been incredibly nice so far, into Bennett’s closeted world was something Lily didn’t know if she could deal with.
 
***
 
As sunset fell across the horizon, Bennett wrapped her sweater around her body and stared out at the choppy ocean waves. Her family had a home similar to this one a few blocks away, but she wondered if she’d ever spend time there again. She watched the waves crash over one another again and again with a rhythm that lulled her. 
Today had been a whirlwind of emotion, Lily everywhere but never close enough. Right now, she sat in the chair next to Bennett as the rest of the group chatted and drank. She’d snuck a few glances, managed a few conversations, but Lily had seemed hesitant, more withdrawn since she’d last seen her.
She’d hoped they’d get a moment alone so that she could ask, so when Lily stood up to go inside, Bennett saw her chance. “I’ll walk in with you,” she said nonchalantly. “I want to change into warmer clothes anyway.”
“Cool,” Lily said as she set off toward the house, Bennett walking faster than usual to keep up.
They walked away from the deck at the water’s edge, past the pool that had yet to be used, before finally stopping in front of the large French doors that opened onto the patio off the back of the house. “Lily,” Bennett said so quickly that she almost reached her hand out to get Lily to stop moving. “Are you okay?”
“I’m not comfortable with this.” Lily’s stare was focused, so penetrating that Bennett felt naked beneath it.
“With what?” Bennett asked, searching her mind to remember anything she could have done that would have upset Lily.
“Roger is a nice guy.”
Bennett cocked her head to the side and worked to understand. “I know he’s a nice guy. He invited us all here.”
Lily put her hands on her hips and squared her shoulders, surprisingly imposing. “Then why are you toying with him like this?”
“I’m not.” Bennett pulled her sweater against her body to temper Lily’s icy words.
“Look, lying to yourself is one thing, but lying to other people is an entirely different ballgame. I don’t want to be a part of that.” Lily’s features were hard, her eyes sharp and clear even in the dim lighting as she repeated almost the exact words she’d said a month ago.
Bennett took a deep breath. “I broke up with Roger, and I told him the truth.” Lily’s eyes popped open in surprise, her lips forming into a small O that Bennett couldn’t stop staring at. “I asked him not to say anything about me since I’m kinda still figuring everything out.”
“Oh.” Lily’s features had calmed, and Bennett had to remind herself it wasn’t okay to reach out and brush a stray hair away from her face.
“I like your bangs, by the way.” Bennett smiled and willed the butterflies in her stomach to calm.
Lily lifted her fingers up and touched her face gently. “So... you told him you are a lesbian?”
“Yes.”
“You said those words to him?”
“I didn’t know I was supposed to record the conversation for proof, but yes. He knows. We were friends before, and there’s no reason we shouldn’t be now.” Bennett looked toward the deck, where the group talked loudly enough that bits of sound floated to them, before focusing her attention back to Lily. “Actually, I think he likes Sasha.”
“I’m...” Lily’s eyes searched across Bennett’s face, and she felt the same nervous thrill she had when they were younger. “I’m proud of you.”
A bubble formed in Bennett’s throat, and she willed the tears away. Of all the words she never thought she’d hear Lily say again, those were probably close to the top of the list. “I should have done it years ago, but you saying that means a lot to me.”
Before she processed the movement, Lily had wrapped her arms around Bennett in a tight hug that made the air leave her body. Arms encircled her waist with surprising strength, and Bennett leaned her head against Lily’s neck as she accepted the embrace, regardless of its unexpected nature, as she found comfort in the familiarity. 
Bennett tried not to get lost in the sensation of Lily’s body pressed closely to hers, how Lily’s hair tickled her cheek as she inhaled her scent. Finally, Lily loosened her arms and took a small step back, smiling sheepishly. “Sorry about the ambush hug. I just... I’m really proud of you. And that’s not how I was expecting this conversation to go, so I’m surprised for a lot of reasons.”
With their bodies no longer connected, Bennett missed the warmth, missed how well Lily felt nestled against her. She hoped it would get easier with time, but every time she looked at her, she felt split between worlds, remembering the past but working to exist in the present. She pulled her sweater against her body again like it had become her signature dance move and shifted her feet. “I hope I surprised you for the better this time.”
Lily smiled, and it was all Bennett could do to stay rooted in place. “You always did like surprises.”
“I know we’re probably never going to do a postmortem on everything that happened, but I want you to know how much you meant to me.” She paused, giving Lily the chance to say something. When she didn’t, Bennett continued. “I know I’ve already said it, but I’m so sorry for what I put you through. I know I can’t change what happened, but I feel like I’ve been given this second chance to be a better person. A better friend. I’m trying to do the right thing these days.”
Lily bit her lip, almost all the lipstick from earlier in the day gone, and Bennett tried to focus on her words instead of how pretty she looked in the moonlight, the same way she’d looked in London and Paris and Amsterdam and all the places they’d experienced together. “I’m happy for you, Bennett. I know this can’t be easy for you. Unfortunately, I don’t think I can open that door again to talk about it, even if I’m past everything, but I appreciate what you’re saying. I think you know you meant a great deal to me as well.”
Bennett bit back a sob and worked to keep her voice light. “Well,” she said, gesturing toward the door, “I’m going to go change. I’ll see you back outside.”
Lily moved toward a downstairs bathroom, and Bennett walked quickly toward her bedroom upstairs. She’d already lost Lily, and all she could do now was try to pick up the pieces and move on with her life.
 
***
 
As far as Lily was concerned, she didn’t have any insight on how to move on with her life and be friends with the woman who’d broken her heart. The Bennett from now was, in some ways, very similar to the Bennett from her past, and she had good and bad memories with both versions. She tried not to dwell on her emotional tumult as she inhaled the salty air of the Atlantic Ocean.
She’d been ruminating on the back deck for the last thirty minutes and drinking her coffee when the source of her confusion walked out to join her, dressed in a billowy, oversized men’s shirt and tapered shorts, her hair pulled into a low ponytail at the nape of her neck.
Lily sat up in the chair she’d been slouching into and tried not to let her gaze follow the contours of Bennett’s body. “You’re up early. I think everyone else is still asleep.”
“I think everyone overindulged a little last night,” Bennett said as she sat down in the Adirondack chair next to Lily and took a sip of her coffee before tilting her cup in Lily’s direction. “Thanks for making coffee by the way.”
Lily shrugged and tried not to focus on Bennett’s clavicle as it jutted from the open V of her shirt. “I figured it was penance for being the early bird.”
Bennett looked toward her and smiled. “But the prize is unencumbered silence except for the sound of the ocean.”
“It was nice while it lasted,” Lily said, gesturing toward Bennett.
Bennett stilled, but her shoulders relaxed when she saw Lily’s playful smile. She took another sip of coffee and stared out toward the water. 
Lily tried to focus on the water as well, but Bennett’s profile view pulled her gaze. “Are there plans for today?” she asked, working to not focus on the straight line of Bennett’s nose or how her neck bent gracefully as she leaned back against her chair. They were silly, inconsequential attributes that millions of other people probably possessed. The only problem was, none of those other people were Bennett.
“We’ll probably take the boat out today.” How did someone drink coffee gracefully? How was that even a thing?
A nervousness settled in Lily’s stomach with the words. Europe had had plenty of opportunities for boats, and they’d taken advantage of them once upon a time. “So, we’re getting on Roger’s boat, even if you’re no longer getting on Roger’s boat.” 
Bennett pulled her lower lip between her teeth, and her gaze scanned across Lily’s face like she was remembering the past, too. “It wasn’t like that with Roger. We went on a few dates.”
“It’s really none of my business,” Lily said, standing up. “Anyway, I’m going to hop in the shower and get ready for the day. Sadly, I forgot my captain’s hat.”
She was almost at the door when Bennett’s voice came from behind her. “You always did look very cute in hats.”
Lily pretended she didn’t hear, stepping inside quickly and heading upstairs to shower.
When she came back downstairs almost an hour later, the group was already assembled, eating breakfast and drinking mimosas. An hour after that, they were headed down toward the water where the boat was docked.
“Hey,” Sasha said, slipping next to her as they walked toward the water. “Can I ask you kind of a weird question?”
Nothing could be more weird about this weekend. “What’s up?”
“Do Bennett and Roger have an open relationship? I’m just getting some vibes from him, and it seems weird that he’d be flirting right in front of his girlfriend.”
Lily slowed her walk so they fell back even farther from the group. “Bennett and Roger aren’t dating anymore. Just friends.”
“Oh,” Sasha said, a small smile emerging on her lips. “Really?”
“Yes, really.”
Sasha looked smug. “Why do you know this?”
“I know this because I was told the information,” Lily huffed, managing to only roll her eyes a little bit.
“Really?” Sasha whispered incredulously. “That’s all you’re going to give me?”
Lily sighed. Sasha already knew about their history, so it wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever done to clarify the situation for her. “Bennett told him she's a lesbian. They’re just friends now.”
“What?” Sasha’s voice may have broken the sound barrier. Birds flew from the safety of the tall grass where they pecked errantly in at the sand, and the group in front turned around at the commotion. Sasha waved quickly and smiled. “Saw a big animal. No worries, all. I will live to tell the tale.” She ducked her head when the fanfare died down, her voice low. “How am I just learning about all of this?”
“I apologize we didn’t debrief last night,” Lily said sarcastically. “I was too busy helping you into pajamas and putting water by your bedside table.”
“Aww,” Sasha said, pulling Lily in for a side hug as they walked. “You’re the best.” She lowered her voice again. “So what does this mean for you?”
“Nothing?” Lily answered with less conviction than she wanted.
“But...” Sasha paused. “Bennett came out. Wasn’t that the problem before?”
“It’s not that simple.”
Sasha gave her the side-eye. “It never is. Anyway, I won’t push, but this is all very good information. My Saturday just got a whole lot more interesting.”
“Please don’t distract the man driving the boat,” Lily pleaded as they reached the dock. The rest of the group had already boarded, Roger in the captain’s chair with everyone else sitting around the lounge area in the back.
Sasha winked and boarded, Lily following closely behind. When Sasha went to stand with Roger, Lily was left to slip into the only open seat next to Bennett.
Tom and Trey sat next to one another with Nora and Antonio next to them, and suddenly, Lily found herself in the world’s most awkward quadruple date as she stared at all the partnered people.
“I feel like you’re the mysterious one,” Tom said to her, his focus on Lily and her with nowhere to escape.
“Because I left that party early? If this whole friend group becomes a thing, I feel like I’m never going to live it down that I wasn’t there for the birth.”
Everyone laughed as the boat began to pull away from the dock. “It’s not a dig at all. I guess I just know everyone else a little better than I know you,” Tom said as he raised a glass in cheers.
Lily’s cheeks grew hot under Tom’s inclusion. “Well, I’m planning Nora’s wedding, and I’m friends with Sasha from college. Not a great story to tell.”
“And you know Bennett...” Lily stilled, and she looked at Bennett quickly before shifting her focus back to Tom. “She helped you while Nora and Antonio were away, right?”
Heat flooded through Lily’s body as she tried to come down from the simple mistake. “Yes,” she breathed. “I did work with her while Nora and Antonio were away. You don’t miss a thing.” She leaned forward and pulled out a bottle of hard seltzer from the cooler built in the middle of the lounge area.
“I grew up with Bennett, Nora, and Roger. Can’t believe these assholes ended up being such amazing people,” Tom finished with a laugh.
Nora cut in. “First of all, Tommy Bahama, that was rude. Second, right back at you.”
Tom, undeterred, shifted his attention to Bennett. “You’ve been awfully quiet this trip, B. What have you been up to? I saw your brother a few weeks ago. He looked like a fucking mess as usual.”
Bennett stilled as the group’s focus shifted to her. Her lips were turned downward, her brow creased. Lily resisted the impulse to brush a hand soothingly across Bennett’s arm.
“I’m taking some time off from the family business.”
Tom stopped with his mimosa glass close to his mouth. He paused and lowered it back down. “No shit?”
“No shit,” Bennett said with a small, timid smile. Lily was struck by the vulnerability on Bennett’s face, her cheeks flushed like she was embarrassed to admit it.
“I say this in the nicest way, but I cannot believe I haven’t caught wind of this at the club yet,” Tom said before finally taking a sip of his drink.
Bennett laughed and leaned back into the plush seat. “I’m sure my mother is doing her damndest to keep it hush-hush, and I’m sure my father told her I’ll be back.”
Lily was surprised that it was Antonio who spoke up. “And will you? Be back, I mean.”
“I don’t know. I’m just trying to take things one day at a time. Did you know they added the whole collection of The
Fast & The Furious movies to Netflix?” Bennett asked, so seriously that Lily almost spit out her drink. Bennett put her hand on Lily’s arm as she’d imagined doing to Bennett only moments ago, running it up and down. “Are you okay, Lily?”
Lily coughed and sputtered as she tried to make sure she wasn’t choking, but the most pressing sensation was Bennett’s fingers against her skin, warm and soft and practically dancing as they traced small, soothing patterns. She took in a deep gulp of air to buy herself a few extra seconds, the focus of the group now trained solely on her. “I think you’re single-handedly keeping that franchise alive,” she pushed out between breaths.
Lily’s response was a completely normal one, but she felt the pull of the past, struck by how she’d said that exact phrase to Bennett many times before as they’d laid in bed together watching movies, cuddled against one another while Bennett stroked her hair and nuzzled her nose against Lily’s cheek. 
She wanted to cry at how quickly the emotion overtook her, and she looked past the group out toward the smooth water the boat glided through. She cleared her throat and rolled her shoulders. “Wow. Sorry. I think the seltzer went down the wrong pipe.” When she felt calmer, she turned her attention to Nora and Antonio, refusing to look at Bennett for fear her walk down memory lane would continue. 
“I do remember being promised an hour of your time today,” Lily said to Nora with the widest smile she could muster. Without comment, Bennett removed her arm and turned her body back toward the group.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Santorini, 2013
 
“Do you think maybe that call’s important?” Lily asked as she looked at Bennett from the balcony of their small apartment in Santorini, Greece. The view overlooked the bright blue water below, and it took a few seconds for Bennett to process Lily’s words, distracted by the black bikini Lily wore with a thin, untied robe over it.
Bennett shook her head emphatically but tried to keep her voice light. “Nope.”
Lily took a step toward her. “Well, they’ve already called a few times, so it seems like they want to get your attention.”
“It’s just my parents,” Bennett said without looking at the screen. She waved her hand casually, hoping Lily didn’t see that it shook slightly.
She kept her life separate for good reason. During the few times she talked with her parents during the semester, the conversations had been frustrating and disappointing. She didn’t want their words hanging over her like a black cloud on their last full day in Greece.
Her phone rang again, and Lily took another step closer. “I think you should answer it. What if something’s wrong?”
“Fine,” Bennett said before she put her finger up to her lips as a sign to be quiet. She took a deep breath and answered the call. “Hello?”
“Bennett Burke. You need to answer my calls.” And they were off to the races with her mother’s words, not even a hello from the other end.
“Sorry,” Bennett acquiesced, though she really wasn’t. “I didn’t have my phone on me.”
“What’s the point of paying the exorbitant cost for an international phone plan if you won’t even answer?” 
Bennett almost laughed at that one. Her mother had spent more on drapes for their Connecticut home that she’d thrown away after a week than the cost of Bennett’s phone plan for the entire semester. Or what they paid to make her older brother’s problems ‘be resolved quietly,’ as they put it.
“And how are you, Mother?” Bennett could already hear her own tone changing after less than a minute of conversation. Lydia Burke couldn’t help herself. She was like a hangnail that never healed, always in Bennett’s awareness even if she hadn’t been actively causing pain for the moment.
“I wanted to know when you’ll be home in New York.” Her semester would end while she was abroad, so there was no excuse to head back to LA instead of flying directly to New York for the summer. Her mother kept event schedules like a priest kept confession, Bennett’s summer of society events already planned down to the hour.
“I’m not sure. I was thinking about bumming around Europe for a while. Maybe heading down to Morocco or over to India after the semester is over. So much to see,” she said in a chipper tone, unable to stop herself from toying with her mother’s perfectly laid plans.
“Bennett Burke.” The tone. The constant reminder of her last name and what it meant. She hated the heat that washed over her body, how claustrophobic her mother made her feel, even from an ocean away.
“So, what did you need? I’m about to head into a museum,” she lied, staring at Lily’s body as the sun glinted off her gently tanned skin.
“As I told you”—she could hear her mother gritting her teeth on the other end of the line—“I want to know when you’ll be home. And don’t test me with this nonsense about backpacking.”
Bennett sighed and fidgeted in her deck chair. “In about two weeks. I’ll take a car home from the airport.” Not that she assumed her mother would offer to pick her up anyway.
“And where are you now?” The question caught her off guard, and she looked around like there was a possibility that Lydia Burke was lurking somewhere on a balcony close by.
“I’m sure you can check my credit card history and find out. That’s how you usually do it, right?” Something about the distance made her feel braver than she usually did; even more so than being away at college. It felt like the whole thing wasn’t as real. The last few months had been heaven, and it had bolstered her bravado to push buttons that she knew would unleash her mother’s ire. 
Her mother’s tone dropped, Bennett’s stomach following suit. “I know you think you’re being glib, Bennett, but it doesn’t suit you.”
They hadn’t managed a real conversation in her life, so why start now? “What does suit me, Mother?”
“Not embarrassing the family for starters.”
“The last time I checked, I wasn’t.” She couldn’t stop as she chanced another glance around from the open balcony where she and Lily had done some not-so-discrete things last night. And this morning.
Her mother ignored her comment. “We’ll be having lunch with Charles and his mother at the club when you get back.”
Bennett’s stomach rolled. Charles had been her high school boyfriend, a smarmy, greasy-haired pervert whom Bennett hated with every fiber of her being. But he came from a good family, which meant that her mother would forever and always see him as the one who got away. “I’d prefer not to.”
“His family and ours do business together. It’s the least you can do, Bennett. He’s always had a soft spot for you, and he’ll be home from Yale. This is the world you want to be a part of. This lunch is non-negotiable.”
“If it has anything to do with business, why won’t Dad be there?”
Her mother let out a deep breath. She could picture her sitting in one of the uncomfortable, precisely decorated rooms of their house and running her hands frustratedly down her immaculate outfit. “I will schedule the lunch and let you know the date.” Conversation over. Case closed.
Bennett didn’t want to continue fighting, which was how her mother won most arguments, with an unrelenting unwillingness to give even an inch. She won by wearing a person down through sheer persistence. Bennett would admire it if she didn’t hate it so much.
“Heading inside the museum now. Bye.” Bennett hung up the call before she said something she’d regret. 
When she looked up, Lily was leaning against the wrought iron railing that separated their little oasis from the world outside, staring at her with a quizzical look.
“What?” she asked, trying not to unleash any of her frustration on Lily, someone with absolutely nothing to do with the situation.
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk to your parents before. That was one of them, right?”
Bennett put her phone down on the glass table next to her and found it hard to make eye contact with Lily. “My mother.”
“It sounds like you two have a tense relationship.” She looked up to see Lily staring at her, clearly working to make sense of the conversation she’d just heard.
“I told you my family was difficult.”
Another stare, now that Bennett had plucked up the courage to look at Lily, her brows drawn in concentration. “I guess hearing about something and hearing with your own ears are two different things.”
An uncomfortable laugh she couldn’t stop worked its way through Bennett’s chest and out of her mouth. Lily had no idea, but she felt the strangest sense of annoyance that she didn’t understand. This was her life, even if she’d had the briefest reprieve from the politics and the expectations. She’d spent the last few months pretending things had been different, but with a staggering clarity, the reality of her life snapped back into focus. “This is it, in all its glitz and glamor.”
Lily frowned and took a step closer. “I’m sorry this is hard on you.”
Usually, Lily’s words were comforting. In this moment, all Bennett felt was frustration. “It’s not anything. It just is.” She stood up from her lounge chair and stretched her arms high over her head, feigning relaxation. The apartment suddenly felt claustrophobic, even on the balcony. She couldn’t stand how Lily looked at her so earnestly, like she wanted to help glue all the broken pieces of Bennett back together with kisses and softness and tenderness. Bennett grabbed her glass from the side table and drained the remainder of her mimosa. “I wanna go out tonight. I’m sure we can find some trouble here.”
 
***
 
Lily felt like she’d spent the rest of the day with a stranger. The person looked like Bennett, she sounded like Bennett, but the girl across the table from her at dinner was working to fake an effortlessness. She was trying too hard not to care.
They sat outside at a table against a railing, the sun setting across the horizon. Bennett drank her wine so quickly she may as well have started chugging directly from the bottle for efficiency. Since the call with her mother, she’d been different, not present. Lily had tried to talk to her, but it hadn’t seemed to have the desired effect. If anything, Bennett pulled more into her own thoughts until finally Lily could see her dull them with alcohol. She remained chipper and talkative, but only about the most mundane, superficial topics.
“Santorini really is gorgeous,” Bennett slurred as she scanned the horizon. “Don’t you think?” Her smile was too broad, her eyes too glassy.
Lily didn’t know what to think about anything right now. “It is.” She shifted in her seat and tried to catch Bennett’s focus. “Are you doing okay?”
“Fine. Just trying to enjoy our time here.” Bennett motioned to the waiter to order another bottle of wine.
“I’m not drinking anymore. You’d probably be better off just getting a glass.” Or just stop all together. She’d been thinking the words for the last thirty minutes, but now there was a need to say them out loud.
Bennett looked at her, almost distrustfully, but made no motion to change her order. “Why?”
“Honestly, you’re already pretty drunk. I don’t think we should both be super messed up in a foreign country.”
Bennett huffed. “I’m sure we can ask the restaurant to call us a reputable cab. We’re not in Siberia.”
Lily shifted uncomfortably. “But we are two women alone in a strange place.”
“I’m not alone. I’m with you.” Bennett smiled broadly, like she’d figured out the secret to life.
It felt like someone, maybe a cruel god, had placed the smallest grain of sand into a finely tuned microchip, and everything had been thrown out of whack. She wasn’t used to the person across from her, and for the first time since she’d met Bennett, she began to feel unsure. How would this ever work if Bennett shut down every time something difficult happened? It wasn’t a long-term solution, and although she didn’t have a lot of relationship experience—and by a lot, she meant absolutely none—she knew what was happening wasn’t healthy. “I think I’d like to go back to the apartment after dinner.”
Emotion flicked across Bennett’s face before a faraway look settled across it. She waved a hand dismissively. “Suit yourself.”
“Wait.” Lily struggled to find the words. “Are you really telling me I should go home by myself? You don’t actually think I’d let you stay out alone, do you?” Hurt washed through her body like someone had thrown her into the smooth sea below them.
“I’m not really ready to pack it in,” Bennett said noncommittally.
“Look, Bennett, I get that you aren’t feeling the best after the conversation with your mom today, but I’m not just going to throw caution to the winds because you’re having a bad day.”
Bennett’s icy stare told her she’d hit a nerve. “This is it, Lily. This is who I am.”
“This is who you’re acting like right now. It’s not the Bennett I’ve known for the last four months.”
“You’ve known me for four months of my twenty years of life. I don’t know that you’re the best judge of who I am.”
The hurt intensified, Lily’s stomach sinking with each word from Bennett’s perfect lips. Bennett had never been cruel. Her words weren’t exactly about Lily, but they stung more than she’d thought possible. “Bennett....” Her voice was more strained than she wanted, the hurt seeping through.
“I—” It was like Bennett snapped back to reality, her eyes focusing on Lily in the flickering candlelight on the table between them. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Let me get the check, and we can go.” Lily put her hand on top of the table, and Bennett slid her fingers against Lily’s upturned palm. Bennett’s stare flicked to their hands and then back up to Lily’s face. “I’m scared.”
“Let’s go home and we can talk about it?” Lily didn’t want to do this, whatever this was becoming, here.
The fifteen-minute walk back to the apartment was quiet. Lily unlocked the door, and they stepped inside, the expression on Bennett’s face drawn and harsh. Bennett slipped her shoes off next to the door and began pacing back and forth around the small living room. A day ago, Lily had enjoyed the whitewashed interior and minimalist decor, but now, she felt like she was trapped in an insane asylum. Whether she was Bennett’s doctor or a fellow patient remained to be seen.
“I’m not good at this.” Bennett had finally stopped pacing, and she stood at the door leading out to the balcony, facing the starry night sky.
Lily moved across the room and stood next to Bennett, although she didn’t touch her. “Good at what?” As far as she could tell, Bennett was good at anything she set her mind to.
“Letting people in. It felt easier with you. I was far away from my family, and I didn’t feel the strain as much. My life is a series of decisions that other people want to make for me. I don’t really know how to stop that.” Bennett continued to stare at the sky like it would provide the answers she needed.
“I thought that’s what we agreed to do here, though, no?” 
Bennett finally turned and looked at Lily, her face silhouetted against the backdrop of the moon. She was heartbreakingly beautiful, her brows drawn together in concentration. “What do you mean?”
“When we met, we talked about how we could be whoever we wanted to be here. But...” Lily forced herself to continue talking, even if the words cut jaggedly across her body. “I don’t know that we talked enough about it.”
“What do you mean?” Bennett bit her lip, and all Lily wanted to do was push forward and kiss her.
She took a deep breath instead. “What I mean is that life isn’t something that’s wrapped neatly up with one conversation or one proclamation.”
Bennett stiffened and ran a hand through her hair. “I never said it was.”
“I know you didn’t.” Lily leaned her shoulder against the glass door and tried to catch Bennett’s stare. Bennett looked anywhere else. “But you can’t shut me out if you’re upset about something.”
“I’m not trying to shut you out.”
Lily bit back a scoff. “Bennett, you told me that I should go home without you. We haven’t spent anything except time in classes apart for months. You don’t think that feels a little off-putting? That maybe it makes me feel bad?”
Shoulders hunched, Bennett ran her fingers down Lily’s arm and managed an embarrassed smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t really know how to explain this or talk about it. I feel like if we talk about it, everything will change. I don’t know that I’m prepared for that.”
“What do you think will change?” Lily asked as she shifted closer, terrified of the answer even as she asked the question. 
If anyone asked about Lily Connor, bravery would likely never be in the top five, or even ten, attributes listed. But what else was there to do? Slink to bed and pretend this wasn’t happening? It was tempting, given the ball that had lodged itself in the pit of her stomach, but she’d wake up with the same feeling tomorrow. And then it would persist the day after. And the feeling would dwell until they returned home to New York, when their whole, cozy world would implode. She couldn’t take that chance. She cared about Bennett too much, loved Bennett too much to not push the conversation.
Bennett put her forearm against the glass and rested her head on top of it. The pain in her face was so evident that Lily regretted her words from moments ago. She felt like she was watching a fault line open up through their relationship in real time. “I’ll graduate college, and I’ll go home and work for my family’s company. And I’ll be expected to marry some asshole who looks at me as a depreciating asset good for the first ten years of his rise in the corporate world before he trades me in for a newer model.”
Lily couldn’t hide her surprise. “You know you’re worth more than that.”
Bennett laughed hollowly against the glass. “I do know that, which is what makes it so hard that my family doesn’t.” She turned toward Lily then, her eyes sad and defeated. “I know we need to talk about this, but do you think we can do it another time? Maybe back in London? We leave Santorini tomorrow, and I’d rather try to enjoy the time we have left here if that’s okay with you.”
For all the frustration that had been itching to erupt from Lily on the walk home, for all her anger simmering with Bennett’s despondent words, she didn’t think about it before she ran her hand down Bennett’s arm and interlaced their fingers together. “Let’s go to bed.”
Before they fell asleep Bennett whispered a soft, “I love you,” in Lily’s ear and pulled her closer. For the first time, Lily wondered if that would be enough.
 
***
 
Bennett was being an absolute coward and she knew it. Their final exams to close out the semester were a joke, and as she sat in the college library two days after they returned from Greece, she knew she was there because she still hadn’t found the right words to say to Lily. To figure out how to deal with their situation.
She clicked around on her computer and wasted a few minutes pretending to research her final paper topic, but her thoughts drifted to Lily and their current predicament. If love could be considered a predicament. All Bennett wanted was for them to live happily ever after in a bubble. Was that really too much to ask? 
Study abroad was almost over. Her return ticket was set for this weekend. She and Lily were leaving a day apart, with Bennett heading home on Saturday and Lily the day after. Their life was now a series of little reminders that things were coming to an end. She wanted to throw up every time she walked by her bed and saw one of Lily’s larger suitcases pulled from the closet. When they’d returned home, Lily had pulled an iPhone Bennett had never seen before from a drawer and placed it on top of the desk to begin charging it. She’d never even noticed that Lily only had a simple flip phone that she’d added Bennett’s number to the first night they’d met. She was in love with someone whose real phone number she didn’t even have. How was that for a foundation for a successful relationship?
The longer she stayed in their shared room, the more uncertain her feelings became. Lily, for her part, had also seemed to find more reasons to be out of the room, although before this week Bennett had usually been invited along on whatever outings she took. It seemed that Lily needed space, too, and that neither of them were willing to bridge the gap and have a real conversation.
Was it even fair to throw Lily into her family’s web? Regardless of Lily’s gender, which was already a strike against her, they’d never willingly accept her into Bennett’s world. They’d make it so uncomfortable that, just like Bennett’s self-esteem had crumbled over the years, Lily’s would, too. 
Bennett took out her phone and scrolled through pictures they’d taken on their trips. A shot of just Lily as she stared out from atop the Eiffel Tower in Paris. A selfie from the boat they toured around the canals in Amsterdam. The two of them next to the East Side Gallery in Berlin, where Bennett had said, “I love you,” and meant it so much that her chest ached when she remembered it. Lily looked so happy in all of them, like everything she experienced was the best thing that had ever happened to her. An uncomfortable bubble welled in Bennett’s throat as she looked back over the past few months. They were filled with more happiness, love, and acceptance than she’d maybe ever collectively felt with her own family.
She knew Lily should have a choice in their future, too, but the idea of the slow, slicing death of their relationship at the hands of the outside world made her want to vomit onto the fake wood of her study desk. There was no way Bennett could see them ending well, no way her parents magically accepted their relationship and didn’t systematically destroy Lily’s confidence in herself and her aspirations. Bennett had seen it play out with her own life. Growing up in her family had allowed her to grow a thicker skin when the comments were inevitably slipped in at her most vulnerable moments, when a kind word had been more needed than a sharp jab into an already pronounced wound.
When Bennett had been ten and gotten so nervous in a spelling bee that she ran off stage, her parents had told her, as the tears welled in her eyes from embarrassment, that Burkes didn’t do things like that, and she had a responsibility to do better. When she was thirteen and had gotten her first period and bled through her pants at school, her mother had told her she should have been more prepared, and Bennett hid the tears this time as she cried quietly in her room. When she hit puberty and gained weight, she’d stopped eating for as long as possible, sure her mother’s judgment of the changes wouldn’t be far behind when she noticed. It wasn’t until Bennett passed out at a music lesson and her teacher coaxed what was happening out of her that she’d realized how abnormal it all was. 
After all these years, she knew how to evade the majority of the judgment, to navigate the most likely culprits of her parents’ disappointment. Lily wouldn’t. Lily was a perfect, blooming flower that her mother would delight in plucking the petals from one by one until technically, she was still a flower, but there would be no beauty left, no delight in the world.
Maybe this was her world, her reality, but it didn’t need to be Lily’s. It shouldn’t be Lily’s.
Bennett slammed her laptop closed so forcefully she thought she cracked the screen. A clean break would be better, but she couldn’t do it. She packed up her things quickly and threw them into her side bag. If they only had a few days left, she wanted to spend them with Lily.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Present Day
 
It had been two weeks since the trip to the Hamptons, and each day, Bennett felt a little more like herself and a little less like herself. She recognized the Bennett standing in the mirror now: hair done, a smoky makeup that accentuated her eyes, a dress that fit her like a glove. She tried not to think too much about the other Bennett, the one that would soon have to make decisions surrounding her work and her personal life that she didn’t feel capable of making. 
For as annoying as Nora could be, helping her plan the wedding had been a godsend to distract herself from the mental spiral that was painstakingly comparing her possible choices.
Nora flitted about the room behind her, a glass of champagne in her hand. “Well, don’t you clean up nicely,” she said appraisingly as she stared at Bennett in the mirror.
Bennett ignored the compliment. “We could have gone anywhere, Nora. Why is it that you want to have a bachelorette night out in New York City? I feel like I’m not living up to my maid-of-honor potential with the softball you threw me.”
“Is making softball jokes a requirement now that you’ve come out?” Nora smirked, misunderstanding the words. She wandered across Bennett’s living room and stood by the bar cart where the remainder of the bottle of champagne chilled.
Bennett clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth and continued to stare at herself in the floor-length mirror. Another comment from Nora she wasn’t going to dignify with a response. “We’re pretty much just having a night out on the town. You invited Antonio, for fuck’s sake,” Bennett said, finally managing a light laugh. 
It would be Nora’s style to request a bachelorette party where the groom and all of her male friends were included. Nora had done this wedding her way every step of the way, and Bennett couldn’t help but be proud of Nora’s resolve, especially given how she’d been so relaxed through it all.
Nora walked across the room and handed Bennett a glass of champagne. “What time are we meeting everyone?”
Bennett ran through the planning checklist in her mind. “I told everyone nine, but we have a VIP area, so people will probably show up whenever.”
“You invited Lily and Sasha, right?” 
Bennett couldn’t stop the slightly uneven thrum of her pulse at the mention of Lily’s name, but she shook her head and worked to keep her face blank. “I did. Can you remind me again why you couldn’t have done that?”
“Oh, Benny. I just love you so much,” Nora said as she gently pinched at Bennett’s cheek like she would a small child.
She was pretty sure she knew the answer regardless of Nora’s evasiveness. Her best friend had become surprisingly unavailable for appointments that had been scheduled months in advance, sending Bennett in her place to most of them over the last two weeks.
Which, as Nora pretended not to notice in the slightest, had left Bennett and Lily alone in bars and offices together, poring over last-minute finalizations and organizing a wedding Bennett had no business planning. 
Lily’s resolve toward her seemed to have softened after she told Roger the truth, and they’d reached some sort of strange truce that made it feel like a new friendship could actually bloom in spite of the ash and destruction left from their previous encounter.
But maybe that was just wishful thinking, since Bennett still had no idea what Lily actually wanted. She steeled her resolve and gave herself one last look in the mirror. Tonight wasn’t about her. It was about Nora having the best bachelorette party she could handle.
The evening was warm enough to go without jackets, and Bennett felt slightly naked as they slipped from the town car into the inky blackness of the night. They moved quickly through the VIP entrance at some silly, trendy club whose name she had a difficult time remembering. Blush? Rush? Crush? Coincidentally, she also couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to a club, but it was what Nora had wanted. They’d be sequestered from the throngs of people, so besides the loud music, it wasn’t too much of a hardship.
They arrived in their section to find Antonio and Roger already seated on one of the long leather sofas that ran parallel on each side of the partitioned area. A similar area sat on each side of them, but their lounge was more elevated and with a better view of the dance floor.
Antonio bounced up and sat his drink down on the square coffee table laden with the bottle service and its accoutrements. “Mi amor.” He beamed so sincerely that Bennett could practically feel the love wafting off of him toward Nora. He scooped her up in his arms and they shared a quiet, tender moment in spite of the loudness of the club.
Bennett walked around the edges of the coffee table and sat down where Antonio had been moments before. “Hey, Roger. How’s it going?” She poured a generous amount of vodka into a highball glass and filled it to the top with crushed ice and tonic water. Roger handed her a small bowl with cut limes. “Thanks,” she said as he held open the small, metal top for her to safely grab one.
“We make a good team,” he said before placing the bowl back on the table. Bennett lifted her eyebrows. Roger laughed and took a sip of his drink before speaking. “Don’t worry, Bennett. I’m not trying to hit on you. Sasha should be here soon.” He looked hopefully toward the entrance before focusing his stare back on Bennett.
“So, that’s still a thing?” Apparently spring romance was in full bloom, but she tried not to begrudge her friends too much.
Roger smiled like he couldn’t wait to talk about it. “Seems so. We’ve gone out a few times since returning from the Hamptons. Thanks, by the way, for clearing up the whole ‘we’re not dating anymore’ thing before the trip was over.”
Bennett did a quick scan around the club. “What do you mean?”
“Oh.., um... Sasha explained to me later in the weekend that she’d gone there under the impression we were still dating.” 
Bennett flipped back through her mental timeline, wondering when Sasha had found out. “Just glad I didn’t cockblock you,” she said with a light laugh to diffuse the tension.
“Is that what that would be called?” Roger asked, although his eyes shifted away from Bennett toward the lounge entrance. Sasha walked ahead with Lily trailing slightly behind, and Bennett bit back a laugh at the scowl Lily did a poor job of hiding.
“Hi,” Sasha said over the din of the music and gave a quick, excited wave. Roger was up immediately, walking over to envelop her in a hug.
Bennett stood up, unsure what to do with the nervous, buzzy feeling that had taken up residence in her abdomen once she got a full look at Lily as she entered the seating area.
She said a quick hello to Sasha before she sidled up next to Lily, who still hovered near the entrance. “Are you here for business or pleasure tonight?” Bennett asked appraisingly. “The outfit says pleasure, but your scowl says business.”
Lily’s mouth cracked into a lopsided grin, and Bennett could see the tips of her cheeks flush when the lights pulsed in tandem with the song that played. “That obvious?”
Bennett shrugged. “Clubs were never really your thing.”
“Are they yours?” Lily gave Bennett her own appraising look, and white heat coursed along Bennett’s body, following the line of Lily’s focus.
She worked to find her words. “I’m here for Nora. God knows why this is what she wanted to do.”
“Well then, I guess we’re in the same boat.”
Bennett smiled in spite of her nervousness. “Do you want a drink? I’d offer to buy you one, but I mean...” She gestured toward the table behind them and the myriad of carafes and bottles nestled in ice trays.
“A drink sounds good.” Lily moved slowly, like she still didn’t want to be there, but her shoulders rounded out and she walked with a smoothness and confidence that the old Lily hadn’t possessed in social situations. A flush overtook Bennett’s body again when she thought back on the times Lily had let her confidence come out, though Bennett knew she’d never be part of those moments again. With a few feet between them, Lily turned around, her eyes traveling across Bennett’s face like she could read her mind. “You coming?” Lily mouthed before she turned back and crossed the last few feet and sat down.
 
***
 
The club was hot. It didn’t matter that they had their own area, the heat from the bodies pulsing together on the dance floor infused the room like they were in a tropical rain forest. Lily had already tied her hair down at the nape of her neck, the loose tendrils hanging along her cheeks and tickling her face every time she let out an especially exasperated sigh.
She hadn’t seen the rest of the group for at least thirty minutes, her companions lost somewhere in the densely packed dance floor. She didn’t try very hard to spot anyone from her vantage point because if she did that, she might accidentally land on Bennett’s long body moving expertly with the music.
When she was just about to kill some time by wandering around, Bennett wandered into the lounge alone, her face flushed in a way that made Lily’s body ache.
“Hi,” Bennett said as she plopped down less than gracefully on the seat next to Lily and poured a large glass of water from a carafe on the table. “No dancing tonight?”
“I know we’re all capable of growth but not that much.” Lily tried not to focus on how Bennett’s neck elongated as she drank her water until the glass was empty. 
Bennett tilted her head back down and found Lily’s stare, and she wiped her hand against her lips like she’d been caught doing something wrong. “It’s hot out there,” Bennett said, gesturing toward the dance floor.
“It’s hot up here, so I’m pretty sure it’s a circle of Hell out there.”
Laughter bubbled up in Bennett’s throat, and Lily felt the sound reverberate through her body. “It’s good stress relief.”
“As long as you don’t care if you make a fool of yourself.”
Bennett pouted endearingly. “Did you think I was making a fool of myself?”
“Not you as in you. You as in people.”
“But”—Bennett cocked her head to the side and frowned—“I am people.”
Lily laughed and took a sip of her drink before she spoke again. “It wasn’t a dig at you, I promise. And I don’t think this is the best venue to get into a conversation about philosophy.”
“Maybe, if everyone’s doing it, there’s something to it?” Bennett said, an unmistakable challenge in her voice. Her eyes narrowed, and she scanned Lily’s face.
“Philosophical conversations or dancing? Either way, I think that’s probably a bad mantra.”
“I don’t know... I just really feel like Nora would love to see you out on the dance floor.”
“That is such an unfair card to play.”
“Please? I’m starting to feel like the seventh wheel out there.” Bennett gestured toward the dance floor.
Lily followed her line of sight where she saw Nora and Antonio, Tom and Trey, and Sasha and Roger all dancing in a large group, but clearly paying more attention to their preferred partner. 
“I’m sure you can find someone to dance with you.”
Bennett looked at her seriously for a few seconds before she smiled widely. “I am trying to find someone to dance with me.”
“That’s not what I meant.” God, she missed the playfulness, the banter. It had felt dangerously easy to slip back into talking to Bennett ever since the weekend in the Hamptons, but she’d tried to compartmentalize and do every single thing she could think of to maintain what little control she’d managed to create in her life.
Bennett put her hand on Lily’s wrist softly, but it felt like she’d walked into an electric fence. “One dance?” Bennett asked.
All Lily could manage was a nod. With her agreement, Bennett slipped her hand down farther. She enveloped Lily’s hand in her own and pulled her to stand. Bennett may have guessed that any more conversation could dampen her chances of getting what she wanted, so instead of talking, she kept Lily close to her as she led her down the steps and into the sea of bodies.
“I’m not happy about this,” Lily said as they made their way to their friends.
Bennett turned and spoke quietly into Lily’s ear. “But look how happy Nora looks.” Lily almost reached out and grabbed Bennett’s hand again when she let her go and stepped a respectable distance away.
“Lily!” Nora screamed over the music. “I’m so happy you’re here!” She pushed through the few people separating them and hugged Lily so tightly she thought she may have cracked a rib.
“Happy to be here,” Lily answered when she could breathe again. 
Nora let her out of the hug and began dancing, bopping around within the group and doing moves that were likely never considered cool.
Bennett started moving to the beat. Lily was acutely aware of how her body rolled gently to the tempo. The heat was real, like fire burning through her veins, as she tried to remember what a beat was, let alone how to dance to it.
Bennett shifted back into her space, and the alarm bells sounded. Danger! Danger! Danger! But Bennett was a tether to comfort as she worked to still her racing heart, no longer sure what, or who, was causing it.
“Can I put my hand on your hip?” Bennett asked quietly, her lips ghosting across the shell of Lily’s ear. After all the things they’d done together, the request for permission felt silly. A deep rumble of want percolated low in her gut as she smelled the scent of Bennett’s shampoo and remembered all the places Bennett’s hands had touched. Lily nodded, and Bennett’s hand came to rest on Lily’s hip. She pulled her in closer, and Lily tried to focus on anything except the closeness. “Just to dance. I promise.”
Bennett, true to her word, kept her hand lightly against Lily’s hip but didn’t push, and she began swaying to a song Lily couldn’t name if someone offered her a million dollars.
Lily felt free under the guise of a task they were completing together, even if it was something as inconsequential as dancing. She could enjoy the warmth of Bennett’s fingers as they pushed into her dress because it was part of the deal. And she didn’t need to worry she was paying too much attention to Bennett because it was expected in this situation. Mostly, she didn’t need to acknowledge her chaotic thoughts; the reverberating bass of the song was drowning them out.
Lily brought her hand up and wrapped it around Bennett’s side. She tried not to run the pads of her fingers against the fabric of Bennett’s dress, the contour of her body smooth and inviting beneath the light material. Was this muscle memory? More accurately, her memory of Bennett’s muscle, so familiar it was like she was being thrown through time as the lights pulsed and the music reverberated through the venue. Maybe she’d had too many drinks. She wanted nothing more than to dig her fingers in deeper. To run her hands along Bennett’s body and map the dips and lines she still knew by heart.
She looked up to see Bennett staring at her, their bodies almost touching. Lily only became aware that the song had changed when the sway of Bennett’s hips shifted. She met Bennett’s stare, and a moment passed between them as Lily looked at eyes she’d stared into for hours on end. She felt like she was seeing Bennett for the first time. There was hurt, fear, vulnerability. She knew the emotions as clearly as she knew this year’s wedding trends. She’d felt them all once upon a time, and Bennett’s face cracked the veneer she’d been holding solidly in place for months.
The room burned so hot she began to melt. “I need to go. I have an early day tomorrow.” Before she said too many words that could dampen her excuse, she stepped away from Bennett, the moment broken. “I’m going to say bye to everyone. You planned a great bachelorette party, Bennett. Have a good night.”
Lily was out of the club less than ten minutes later, and she took in deep, wracking gulps of air when she made it past the door. Manhattan wasn’t known for its fresh air, but it felt like she’d come out of a fire. She looked down at her arms and held them in front of her. There were no scars from the flames. No red, angry marks that proved what she’d just endured.
As Lily walked a few blocks before hailing a cab, she focused on breathing. She focused on calming down. The scars were there, of that she was sure. The problem was, they lived on the inside where no one could see, but maybe that made the damage worse.
 
***
 
Whatever that thing was that had burned between them before, Bennett knew it was still there. As surely as the birthmark on her body or how her hair liked to stick up in the same place regardless of her product and styling, it was there. The problem was, she didn’t know what to do about it.
She’d spent the days after her last interaction with Lily ruminating and meditating and trying to figure out how to just be. It hadn’t helped. If anything, by the time she walked into the wedding venue to meet Nora the Thursday before the big day, she felt more confused than she’d thought possible.
Nora was late as usual, but Lily was already in the large ballroom that would host the reception, chatting with an older gentleman. Lily hadn’t noticed her, so Bennett had time to stare at the clean line of Lily’s skirt and the crisp, white blouse tucked into it. It was professional but insanely sexy in a way that made Bennett’s heart pitter-patter like a nervous teenager’s. But what really drew her attention was how Lily stood with her back straight, her shoulders relaxed as she projected the perfect balance of confidence and approachability. Her hair fell gently at the top of her back in tousled waves, and she leaned in to what the other person was saying in a way that made her seem sincere and focused, like this person was extolling the secrets of life.
Lily shifted her stare around the room as the individual walked away, her focus stopping on Bennett. With a small wave of acknowledgement, Lily crossed the large room, her heels almost silent on the hardwood floor. “Morning. Have you been here before?”
“No, this is my first time. Wow, this place really is gorgeous.” Bennett looked around at the vaulted ceilings, windows running from the floor to the very top, almost like the room was made of glass.
“It’s amazing at night.” Lily looked beautiful, slightly in awe even though she clearly had experience at this venue. All Bennett wanted to do was pull Lily closer to her and bask in Lily’s reverence. It reminded her so much of the cathedrals in France and the monuments in London. But she didn’t. It wasn’t fair to Lily, something she had needed to say to herself repeatedly in the passing days.
They’d settled on tentative friendship, and Bennett would do her part to keep the ship righted, but every look was a choppy wave. Every graceful movement of Lily’s body was an imposing storm cloud threatening to upset the voyage. As adept as she’d tried to be in her life over the past years, she was no captain. She avoided the sea altogether. The boat couldn't sink if it never left the harbor.
Bennett cleared her throat and steered her thoughts back to the practical and real. “Will you be at the rehearsal dinner tomorrow?”
Lily smiled and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I will be. I don’t always, but Nora—”
“Insisted,” Bennett finished at the same time, which earned a laugh from Lily. “Yeah, she has that effect on people.”
Lily’s face grew more serious. “How have you been?” It was both an innocuous question normal humans asked and a loaded statement that stripped Bennett down to all the confusion she still felt about her life. Nothing had been resolved with her parents. She hadn’t righted her course and found a focus. She was listless. If she wanted to keep the boat metaphors going, it felt like someone had stolen her anchor. She didn’t want to leave the shore, but she was beginning to float with no destination in mind, unsure of where she was going.
“I’ve been better, but I’ve also been worse,” Bennett answered honestly, shrugging her shoulders. “Most people would kill to be in a position where they can just figure out what they want. I know I’m lucky.”
Lily took a step closer. “Don’t do that, Bennett. Just because they’re different from most people’s problems doesn’t mean they’re not problems. Whether you have money and time or not, I’m sure what you’re going through with your parents can’t be easy.” God, why did Lily always know exactly what to say to make her feel balanced and protected and... loved. She hated the word as it formed in her mouth. Her tongue practically begged to roll over the backs of her teeth and slide the word out into the space between them. 
Bennett didn’t let the word come. She pursed her lips for a few seconds and stared over at the wide, flat columns running along the walls like a Grecian monument. “I appreciate you saying that. My parents will be at the rehearsal dinner tomorrow and the wedding on Saturday. It will be the first time I’ve seen them since Donovan was promoted.”
When Lily enveloped Bennett’s hand in her own, she felt warmth radiate from the touch and sprawl through her body. “You’ve stood up to them before. You went to UCLA, and they hated that.”
“I didn’t stand up to them when it really mattered.” Bennett allowed herself a few seconds to bask in the misery of that decision before she stood up straighter. “But I appreciate you saying that. I know I’ll be okay. This isn’t life or death. I’m being dramatic.”
“Sasha always tells me I’m being dramatic,” Lily said playfully with a deep sigh to prove her point. 
Bennett lifted an eyebrow. “Sasha thought she was the third in a love triangle that didn’t exist, so I don’t know if her judgment on the subject is sound.”
Lily laughed, and Bennett’s heart thrummed harder every second their hands stayed connected. “It was a bit Days of our Lives.” 
“I know soap operas are coming out of the dark ages, but they’re really missing a golden opportunity by not writing new plots centered on gay people. It’s rife with confusion and misunderstanding and nebulous webs of lies. Oh, and horrible families,” Bennett said, managing a small laugh.
Lily met her gaze then, a soft smile on her face. Bennett felt the weight of the moment pass between them, something that had been happening more frequently over the past few weeks. She wondered if Lily felt it, too, but she didn’t dare ask. She couldn’t for fear she’d ruin the tentative ground they’d found themselves on. It felt like she was constantly walking through a field of landmines with every conversation, but all she wanted was to be in that field, with Lily, so it was the price she paid.
“Hey, you two,” Nora yelled from across the room. Bennett had never been less happy to see a person in her life when Lily dropped their hands and moved toward Nora.
“Hey, Nora,” Lily said as she came to stand at Nora’s side, Bennett trailing a few steps behind.
“Hi, Nora.” Bennett stood with her hands on her hips and tried not to let the childish anger wash over her.
Lily slipped back into business mode, her voice authoritative in the way that gave people confidence in her words. It was incredibly sexy, and Bennett’s stomach tightened as the words rolled from Lily’s perfectly glossed lips. “I’ve already passed along the items to the event coordinator. Everything is set for dinner tomorrow night at the restaurant.” Lily glanced down at her phone, which had a very in-depth-looking checklist on the screen. “Has Antonio’s family arrived? I already dropped the gift bags by the hotel.”
“Yep!” Nora beamed. “I’ve just come from there, which is why I was late. So sorry,” she said with enough sheepishness in her voice that she seemed sincere, but enough of a grin that Bennett doubted it.
“Great. We’ll do a walkthrough right now, and we can go over any questions you have. Since you and Antoinio only have a maid of honor and a best man in your party, things should be relatively straightforward.”
“Perfect. You’ve been so great, Lily. Seriously.” 
With Nora’s words, Bennett could see the light blush wrapping around Lily’s chest, although she tried to hide it by clearing her throat and pointing across the room. “Do you want to follow me and we can get started?”
The question wasn’t directed at her, but Bennett already knew, given another chance, she’d follow Lily anywhere.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
London, 2013
 
Lily shifted back against a solidness that hadn’t been there when she’d gone to sleep. Slowly, she rolled over in her small bed to find Bennett next to her, already wide awake and staring at the ceiling. Things had been tense the last few days to put it mildly, a heaviness in their interactions that made Lily feel like she was walking through quicksand.
“Morning,” Lily said as she worked to keep the uncertainty out of her voice. “Did you stay late at the library working on your paper?” Bennett turned toward her and nuzzled against Lily’s sternum as she made a noncommittal sound. “So, yes?”
“You realize how amazing you are, right?” Bennett’s eyes focused on Lily with a depth that made her feel naked, and even though Bennett had bestowed a compliment, it felt like the opening line to a conversation that ended with Lily’s heart in tatters. 
Lily pushed herself up on her forearm and ran a finger along Bennett’s creased brow. “Are you okay, Bennett? Did you sleep last night?”
“You’re done with classes, right?” Bennett looked tired as she took in Lily’s face. More tired than any jet lag or late-night cramming session could do to a person. Maybe exhausted was the right descriptor for the bags under Bennett’s eyes and the way her smile didn’t tip upward at the edges enough to be believable. 
They’d be apart for less than twenty-four hours before they both touched down in New York City, and then they had the whole summer together to figure everything out. Lily had already decided to take things a little slower than she’d initially planned, considering the events of the past week, but now Bennett looked so small all she wanted to do was wrap her up in a hug and tell her everything would be okay. But she couldn’t do that because she didn’t know what was wrong. She didn’t ever want to make promises she couldn’t keep, and Bennett had become an impenetrable fortress of solitude since they’d returned from Santorini.
Lily shook her thoughts away and wrapped her hand around Bennett’s. “I am done with classes. Are you?”
“I am. I was hoping that we could spend this last day together.”
“We spend every day together,” Lily teased as she reversed their roles and cuddled into Bennett’s soft body. She loved how Bennett smelled, slightly sweet although the scent was so natural she could have believed Bennett really did smell like a spring flower after a soft rain.
Bennett sighed. “I know. I just... I want to make Santorini up to you. I feel awful about how I behaved. I don’t want that to be the last adventure we have.”
The sentiment was sweet, even if the words caused an uncomfortable flip-flop in Lily’s stomach. “We’ll have plenty of adventures together.”
“I know.” Bennett bit her lip and flipped her wayward hair over her shoulder. “But in Europe, I don’t want that to be our last story.”
Every time Bennett said the word “last,” a little piece of Lily’s confidence chipped away, like the time they’d already had was a gift and anything else was wishful thinking. Them making it work shouldn’t be that insurmountable, but Bennett’s face told her differently. Them both being girls, the differences in their lives, and living on opposite sides of the country next year were only some of the obstacles they would need to overcome.
Lily didn’t have any experience with relationships, but she didn’t think the right way to approach the situation was to cut her losses before things got too hard. Most relationships ended. That was a statistical fact, but there were so many amazing things that happened along the way. They were young and in love. 
That’s all Lily could consider as she pushed forward and brushed her lips tentatively across Bennett’s slightly dry ones. “It won’t be.”
 
***
 
“I figured we should close out our time here the same way it started.” They sat in the same pub, The World’s End, where they’d spent their first night together. Bennett hadn’t considered herself sentimental before this trip, but she wanted to capture every moment—relive it, even. She needed to find some way to replicate catching lightning in a bottle, as she’d accidentally done when Lily had walked into their dorm room and she’d laid eyes on her for the first time.
Tomorrow, Bennett would head to Heathrow to fly home. There was no reason leaving should make her so uneasy. They’d find one another again in New York, and they could start a whole new adventure there together. As she stared into Lily’s bright eyes, she wanted nothing more than to believe it was possible. So why did she have a heaviness in her stomach that hadn’t calmed all week?
She pushed the worry away the best she could, as she’d been doing again and again and again, and she focused on Lily across from her. Smart, beautiful, kind Lily. Her hair had grown longer since they’d been here, her skin a few shades darker with their trips to warmer, sunnier destinations over the last month.
Lily held up her glass of sparkling wine and tilted her head towards Bennett. “Cheers. I love you.”
Bennett scanned the contours of Lily’s face as a million thoughts whirred through her racing mind. “Cheers. I love you, too,” she said before she overthought things, raising her glass so they met in the middle of the table. The candlelight flickered between them in the dimness of the booth, shadows dancing across Lily’s face, constantly creating a new angle or contour for Bennett to discover.
Lily leaned forward in the booth and grinned like she was telling a secret. “Do you want to get out of here?”
“Are you not having fun?”
A blush across Lily’s cheeks was just visible in the light, and she drew her lip into her mouth and sucked gently before letting it go with a small pop. “I’m having plenty of fun, but I will miss getting to sleep with you every night. And, well, other things, too.”
Bennett hopped out of the booth with a smile on her face. “I’ll settle up.”
They were back in the room within fifteen minutes, Lily’s hands surprisingly insistent as she coaxed Bennett out of her shirt before shedding her own. Lily was single-minded in her pursuit, her fingers plucking against the button of Bennett’s jeans before their shirts had fully fluttered to the floor. It was sexy as hell, and Bennett practically melted when Lily ran her fingers across her torso, dragging her nails lightly against skin. Bennett breathed in sharply with the contact and put her head against the door to find stability as Lily continued to trace haphazard patterns up and down her rib cage.
“God,” Bennett breathed out when she managed to look at Lily. Her heart beat unevenly in her chest, and Lily stared at her with deep, clear eyes that gave Bennett more comfort than she’d ever thought was possible, like Lily wanted to keep her safe and give Bennett everything she’d never wanted to accept she needed in this world. 
“I love you,” Lily said right before she pushed forward and pinned Bennett against the door, capturing her lips in a messy, potent kiss that left Bennett weak in the knees. Lily—sweet, quiet Lily—licked against Bennett’s bottom lip and nipped gently as she begged for entry. The moment escalated when Bennett wound one of her hands into Lily’s hair and pulled gently, a deep sigh pushing from Lily’s lips as she broke their kiss. “Bed.” It was a command, not a request, and Bennett’s stomach rolled low as her body heated from the inside out.
“Bed.” The word sounded strange, her voice thick with arousal, but she nodded and followed Lily. It only took a few steps to reach the walkway between their two beds, and Lily spun Bennett around and put a hand on her chest, pushing her down into a sitting position.
“This is... wow,” Bennett said as Lily straddled her and began to nip and lick against the column of her neck. The heat continued to spread wildly through her body. It was absolutely necessary that she was sitting down because with a few more seconds of Lily’s body pressed so fully against hers, she wouldn’t have been able to stand.
Lily lifted her head again and pushed her hands into Bennett’s chest to encourage her to lie down. “Just a goodbye present for you to think about on the plane tomorrow.”
The air was thick with want in the small room, and Bennett’s hands worked to find every expanse of smooth skin to touch. She pressed her fingertips into Lily’s hips and pulled her forward so that they were flush against one another. Lily slid sideways, and Bennett moaned when Lily’s thigh pushed between her own. She was overwhelmed with arousal after just a few minutes, and her center throbbed with anticipation when Lily reached behind her own back and unclasped her bra. Bennett’s stomach tightened, and she lifted her hand to cup Lily’s breast. “You’re so gorgeous, Lily.”
Bennett’s proclamations fell on deaf ears. Lily was on a mission that she seemed intent to see through. She slid quickly off Bennett’s body and moved her finger to the open top of Bennett’s jeans and began to pull against them. “These need to come off.” Bennett complied and shifted the material down her legs while Lily removed her own and threw them across the room. They hit the wall and fell silently against Bennett’s bed. 
Lily was back on her, hot and insistent, her hands already slipping between Bennett’s legs. The kindling inside Bennett’s body had ignited into a full-blown fire that threatened to engulf her, but she didn’t care about anything except Lily’s body against hers and Lily’s fingers slipping inside of her with a practiced ease.
As Lily pulled an orgasm from Bennett that made her cry out, Lily dropped her head and captured Bennett’s lips in a kiss to muffle the sound, like she was absorbing Bennett’s want and love and need, only to slip it right back into Bennett, more potent than before, as Lily explored inside Bennett’s mouth and continued to move her fingers against her.
“Lily,” Bennett gasped. She felt like she was floating above her body, looking down, already on the cusp of another orgasm. 
Lily shifted her head and bit into Bennett’s shoulder before she placed a light kiss there and lifted her face so it was flush with Bennett’s ear. “I love you,” Lily said as she pressed her whole body against Bennett’s, save for where her hand moved between them. 
Bennett came apart again with a wracking spasm, harder than the first time, her breath coming out in punctuated bursts against Lily’s neck. She clawed at her back to find any stability to ground her in the moment. Lily didn’t remove her fingers until Bennett had calmed against her, beads of sweat dotting both of their bodies so that they moved as a single entity, like it was the most natural thing in the world. And it was. Bennett was young and in love and wanted nothing more than to lose herself in Lily’s touch and words. She pushed the nagging worries from her mind as she did every day and took deep, calming breaths as she came down, Lily right next to her. She’d curled against Bennett’s side, content to run her fingers lightly along Bennett’s torso. The touch no longer sparked the wild frenzy from moments ago, but instead, it gave her stability like Lily was the perfect weighted blanket.
Bennett put her hand up to her forehead and ran her fingers along the line of her brow. “I love you, too, but I don’t know if that’s encompassing enough to describe how you just made me feel,” she said truthfully. 
When Lily looked at her shyly from under her full lashes, Bennett resisted laughing, considering what they’d just done. Or more accurately, what Lily had just done to her. “Well,” Lily said, “that was me showing you how you make me feel.”
“You can show me that any time you want,” Bennett said flirtatiously as she ran her fingers up and down Lily’s arm. She made a few passes before she slipped down to Lily’s chest and began to toy with a nipple. Lily breathed deeply, and her eyes fluttered closed. Bennett wanted to memorize the soft curve of her lips and the smooth line of her jaw as Lily allowed herself to feel, allowed Bennett to make her feel.
It didn’t take long before Bennett’s ministrations spiraled into a need to make Lily unravel. She pushed against Lily so she laid down on her back. Bennett slipped on top of her, again with the practiced ease they’d perfected over months of exploring one another. It made her heart beat faster just thinking about all they’d done together, and all she wanted was to make Lily understand what she did to Bennett. How, whenever Lily was in the room, Bennett forgot about everything else. 
“I want to taste you,” Bennett said as she began to kiss her way down Lily’s body. She stopped at her rib cage and sucked gently at the skin which pinkened under her lips. A soft murmur escaped Lily’s mouth, emboldening Bennett to continue the trail she knew by heart, all the places to touch that made Lily’s back arch and stomach tighten. She wanted to savor the moment. She took her time, nipping and licking, her fingers still splayed against Lily’s chest as she massaged and then plucked at her nipples, tight and darkened against her fair skin. “I love you,” she said into the V of Lily’s stomach, right above where her thighs and hips connected.
Lily only hummed a response, which was more than okay with Bennett, but she shifted one of her hands down and wrapped her fingers into Bennett’s hair. Warmth radiated from where Lily pulled lightly near the nape of her neck, and Bennett shifted her head lower. She wanted to go slow, but her body was beyond her control, and she licked into Lily with deep, broad strokes like Lily was a melting ice cream cone on a hot summer day, time not on their side. Time had never been their friend, and Bennett didn’t want to waste any more of it.
She slid her hands down and anchored Lily’s hips in place, Lily doing her part as she bent her knees and dug her fingertips harder into Bennett’s neck, guiding her with soft murmurs and breathy moans that made Bennett’s own want skyrocket. But she maintained her focus, and she licked harder against Lily before dipping inside, finding a rhythm of alternating pressure. 
Lily’s breathing grew punctuated against the otherwise silent room, and as a strangled, “Bennett,” rolled from her lips, she stopped breathing all together, her knees bowing outward. Bennett felt her body tremble against her lips, and she kept pressure against Lily’s center as she drew every last pulse of want from her body, until Lily finally came down and breathed again like it was the first time air had ever filled her lungs.
And then Lily’s hands were on Bennett’s shoulders, pulling her up the bed to find her for a kiss that made Bennett wonder if this was the first time she’d ever breathed air, too. She was alive and aware of every dot of sweat on Lily’s body, every expression that flashed across her flushed and perfect face.
She put her hand against Lily’s chest and felt her choppy, erratic heartbeat as they both came down, a heartbeat she wanted to spend her life memorizing. It was everything. But she’d known for a long time, maybe even longer than she’d wanted to admit, that there was no such thing as having it all.
 
***
 
“I’ll come with you.” Lily sat up groggily and pulled the blanket from her bed up around her chest. The bed smelled like Bennett, smelled like their life here together, a moment in time so far from her normal life she couldn’t consider it real.
Bennett moved around the room quickly, her suitcases laid out neatly along her bed, already filled with clothing, zipped up, and ready to be whisked away. She turned and smiled at Lily. She still got butterflies when Bennett looked at her like that. “There’s no sense in you coming all the way out to Heathrow only to turn back,” Bennett said. “I’ll be fine, I promise.”
But will I be? Lily thought into the empty space next to her, the bed still rumpled from sleep. “Okay.”
Bennett took a step closer to Lily’s bed but didn’t sit down. “Really, Lily. You should relax today.”
“Oh, I have errands to run today.” Lily rubbed at her eyes and focused on the list of things she needed to accomplish. “I have been a horrible daughter and didn’t get my parents any silly little souvenirs. I am going to be the most touristy of tourists today.”
“I absolutely need photos of that,” Bennett said, finally sitting on the edge of the bed.
“This...” Lily couldn’t make herself say the words, couldn’t ask if this was goodbye or not. They planned to connect in New York, but everything felt so tenuous. Their relationship had grown unsure in a way that made Lily want to sink back against the covers and force them to pull her out of the room when the next student finally needed to move in. Bennett had told her it wasn’t goodbye, and she wanted to believe her. But Bennett also looked slightly lost right now, like she was trying to fit the two sides of her life together, into something that resembled the new order of things. 
Lily allowed herself to enjoy the sensation of Bennett’s long fingers ghosting against her jawline. “You’re so sweet for spending your last day here doing things for your parents. I’m sure they’ll love it.” Bennett glanced around the room but pressed on. “What version of the series of events here are you going to give them?”
“Oh, definitely the one where I tell them all about how I fucked my way across Europe,” Lily said without missing a beat. She laughed when Bennett’s eyebrows lifted so high they almost disappeared from her face. “Kidding. That would probably give them a heart attack, no matter who it was with. I can definitely settle on that I made friendships to last a lifetime,” she said with a light laugh to diffuse the bubble welling in her stomach.
The sound of Bennett’s phone clipped the moment like a bird losing an airstream, and she watched as Bennett slipped the device out of her pocket and frowned. “That’s my car.”
It took everything in Lily’s power not to let a petulant whine escape her lips. “Okay.” She stood up quickly and found a T-shirt to throw over her head. “I’ll miss you,” she said, stepping into Bennett’s space.
“I’ll miss you, too. You’ll text me when you get home tomorrow, right?” Lily had given Bennett her real phone number, and like a schoolgirl, she’d added Bennett’s contact to her list with a little red heart next to it. As if she could ever forget who Bennett was to her.
“Absolutely.” She kissed Bennett softly, and she inhaled her showered scent and slipped her arms around her torso, pulling her closer. “New York needs to be our best trip yet,” Lily said, slightly hopeful, unwilling to consider the alternative.
“Our best life yet,” Bennett said as she stepped back, a few inches of space between them that felt like a rift in time.
After properly dressing, Lily helped Bennett lug her bags downstairs to the waiting towncar, and when she was back in her room, their room, she allowed herself a few seconds to wallow in the end of an adventure. She was still Lily Connor, but that didn’t mean this Lily Connor was the same person. 
With Bennett gone, she could have believed she’d imagined the last four months. She wondered when she’d wake up and realize she’d had the longest, strangest, sweetest dream that might have changed everything.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Present Day
 
The night before the wedding, Lily stood at the edge and watched as fifty guests mingled together for the rehearsal dinner in a spacious restaurant in Midtown. She checked a few items off her phone’s to-do list as she watched for any signs of the Southerlands and the Vargases not mingling well. But everyone seemed to be, surprisingly, on their best behavior for the celebration. 
As of tomorrow night, over a year of planning would be archived into folders and binders for the Southerland-Vargas wedding, and Lily would be left to move along to the next wedding, to the next happy couple. Would it ever feel the same? There would never be the surprise of another Bennett-equivalent popping up in the wedding party, of that Lily was sure. Since Bennett, there had been no one else serious. No one even close. 
The intrusive idea weighed on her as Bennett stepped into the small group of Nora, Antonio, and a few members of his family. She was a natural in groups, and it didn’t hurt that she looked so gorgeous it made Lily’s heart ache. Knowing she hadn’t been noticed, Lily took a few moments to scan the line of Bennett’s long dress, a deep green that complimented the gold hues in her hair, half pinned back with loose curls falling along her shoulder. Most of her back was exposed, and Lily had to drag her eyes away as she traced the smooth contours of her shoulder blades. She’d mapped them so many times with her fingers and kisses that it felt like returning to a mountain range she’d once navigated, a path she’d always know by heart. 
But Lily wasn’t a mountain climber, and Bennett hadn’t been a quest. Bennett had been the first person to ever really see Lily, and it hadn’t proved to be enough. She hadn’t been enough. 
Lily wasn’t an idiot. She knew that Bennett was still attracted to her. Working in a client-facing position, she’d learned quickly how to present the best version of herself. Even if all she really wanted was to hang out at home in sweats, she could pull it together when duty called.
But some days, it felt like more than just attraction. There was still a pull between them that hadn’t dulled with time in spite of the anger and frustration and hurt. All those years ago, Lily hadn’t been good enough. Bennett had been wrestling with her own demons, but in Lily’s mind, Bennett had cut things off too quickly. She hadn’t given Lily the respect of closure. Hell, even a stupid conversation where they screamed at each other embarrassingly on a park bench, that ended with one of them storming away and the other sobbing tearfully as pigeons pecked around on the ground below, would have been better than nothing.
So what if Bennett hadn’t wanted to come out? Lots of people had relationships and didn’t come out right away. She wouldn’t have pressured Bennett, but the option had been taken away from her. And as she stared at the most beautiful person she’d ever seen, who’d made her feel things she hadn’t thought possible, what she felt was frustration. 
But tonight wasn’t the time for that, so she tucked the emotion away and smoothed her dress before she gave her open blazer a quick check to make sure she looked presentable. Tonight was not only about impressing Nora; it was about mingling with the other guests and getting her name out there, provided the evening went well.
She walked toward Nora’s small group and tucked her phone away in her pocket. “You look beautiful, Nora,” she said as Nora was already leaning in to hug her. Lily had discovered a hug was the only greeting Nora accepted these days, so she leaned in a gave her a quick squeeze before stepping back.
“Everything is so amazing,” Nora said as she slid her hand down to Lily’s and gave it a squeeze. “If you weren’t already going to be there tomorrow, I’d insist you come to the wedding.”
Lily laughed, as did everyone else in the group, and she almost forgot to stay in work mode. “I appreciate the kind words.” She caught Bennett’s eye then. A smile tugged at the edges of Bennett’s mouth, happiness drawn across her face. The frustration that had stuck to her bones moments ago was quickly forgotten as Bennett looked at her fully now, like she was the only person in the room. The clink of glassware, the jubilant voices, and the movement of bodies all became background noise as Bennett blinked slowly and tugged her lip gently between her teeth before she gave Lily a small, hidden thumbs-up. Bennett’s approval shouldn’t matter, but Lily couldn’t help how she suddenly felt lighter.
“Mr. and Mrs. Vargas,” Nora said with her effortless air, catapulting Lily back to the present, “let me introduce you to some of the other guests.”
Nora ushered the Vargas family away before Lily knew what had happened. Bennett stood before her, the two of them facing one another near the edge of the long bar, where it butted up against the dinner tables. 
How did Bennett still have the ability to make her feel so out of her element? Maybe it wasn’t quite that. Maybe it was that she felt Bennett’s presence so acutely it was difficult to know where she ended and Bennett began. They were two halves of a whole in a way that had always scared her, even if she’d been willing to take the jump once upon a time, her heart open and her eyes closed. Her past life with Bennett had felt like careening off a cliff every moment of the day, but Bennett was her parachute. Lily had always been so sure she’d be there to catch her.
“The party’s absolutely fantastic, Lily. Nora wasn’t just saying that because she’s already had an entire bottle of champagne,” Bennett finished with a teasing grin.
Lily’s stomach dropped as she ran through the possible worst-case scenarios. “She’ll be okay for the wedding tomorrow, right?”
Bennett laughed, a deep, throaty sound that was like snow falling on a weekend morning. All Lily wanted to do was envelop herself in the sound, her worries about Nora making it to the altar forgotten for the moment. Bennett must have noticed her initial look of fear, so she continued. “You saw her last weekend. She is a bottomless pit. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her with a hangover.” Bennett lifted a brow then. “Actually, you didn’t see her. You left early.” Her voice wasn’t accusatory. It was a statement of fact, almost like the words saddened her to say.
They hadn’t discussed that moment, or any of the other moments that had passed between them, with the exception of Lily’s extremely idiotic kiss months ago. They’d moved on from things, or so she’d hoped. But moving on also meant accepting there was still something between them, even if she never acted on it. “How many times do we need to rehash that clubs aren’t my thing?” Her voice was too high, too strained, to be taken as the offhanded comment she’d meant it to be.
The look of sadness on Bennett’s face deepened. “Sorry. I’m not trying to make you rehash anything.”
Lily shook her head to get herself back into the right mental state to interact with an excited wedding crowd. “I know.”
“I hope I’m not out of line, but you look very nice tonight.” Bennett gave her a half smile and put her hands out, her palms facing up like the action tempered the compliment. 
Would she ever feel on solid ground where Bennett was concerned? It was a compliment from a pretty woman, not a declaration of undying love and commitment.
Lily couldn’t stop as her eyes followed the line of Bennett’s perfectly tailored dress. Her face heated with the unintended look, and she flicked her gaze upward to meet Bennett’s stare. “You look very nice, too.” She quickly changed the subject. “I’m glad Nora didn’t put you in something garish tomorrow,” she said jokingly, even though she knew Nora would never do that.
“Burgundy, but she let me pick the dress,” Bennett supplied.
“What a good friend.” Lily scanned the room to try and spot anything that needed her immediate attention, but she came up empty.
“I don’t want to keep you if you need to attend to anything. You really do make this look easy, so I never quite know...” The words hung between them, giving her the out she’d been looking for just seconds ago. But suddenly, she didn’t want to take it. She wanted to stay next to Bennett and pretend like they were there together, at the wedding of Bennett’s best friend with Lily as her date, living the life Lily had once believed they could have together. She allowed herself a moment to bask in Bennett’s orbit as a different life passed before her eyes, Bennett’s stare anchoring her in place as only seconds ticked by. She saw dates in Central Park, stupid touristy weekends spent together at New York monuments, hungover brunches, and lazy mornings in bed curled up against one another like the world beyond their confines didn’t exist.
The sound of breaking glass rumbled from the kitchen area out into the private room where the dinner was being held, and she instinctively leaned toward the sound before shifting her focus back to Bennett. Bennett hadn’t moved, her eyes trained on Lily so intensely that she could have believed Bennett had been playing the same sequence of make-believe out in her mind as well.
But the moment was over. She wasn’t Bennett’s date, and she certainly wasn’t Bennett’s girlfriend. “That’s my cue. See you tomorrow?” Lily said quickly as she stepped away. If Bennett responded, she didn’t hear it over the chatter of guests as she slipped through the crowd.
 
***
 
Before today, Bennett had had a lot of ideas about weddings. She’d been to enough of them in the past few years to see that they existed across a spectrum. Some had been beautiful. Some had been emotional. But until this moment, she’d never gotten it. That sense of excitement for two people coming together and making a commitment to one another, pledging in front of the people they loved to share their lives together. Maybe it wasn’t her story, but as she watched Nora and Antonio from her space next to the altar, she willed away the tears pricking behind her eyes. 
They exchanged vows they’d each written for one another, their voices biting back tears as they worked to make it through. Bennett’s heart constricted as she watched the scene play out, her hands gripping the rose bouquet like it gave her purchase amidst the tumult of her emotions.
Everything was perfect. Nora and Antonio were perfect for one another, and more than that, they’d fought for one another. Bennett had been there through it all. The moment they met at a crowded club years ago it was like they’d been destined to find one another amidst the chaos. Bennett had been there when Nora told her parents they were seriously dating, something they had not taken well by even the slightest stretch of the imagination. It was as if Nora had told them she was running off to join the circus. When Antonio proposed, he’d talked to Bennett first and asked her to help him pick out a ring for Nora, something he said would be worthy of the light that shone in her eyes.
It was a special kind of love, one that she knew didn’t come along every day, but she couldn’t be happier that Nora had found it. She was more deserving than anyone she knew. Well, almost anyone, but her heart was torn between whether it wanted the other person to find it or not. She wished Lily all the happiness in the world, but a selfish part of her wished that she’d be the one to give it to her, even if she’d spent years trying to wipe Lily from her memory.
She wanted to hate the hope that sprawled wild in her heart as she stood, surrounded by Nora and Antonio’s declarations of love. 
When the priest said, “You may now kiss the bride,” and the crowd exploded in applause, Bennett forced herself to come back down to earth and ensure she didn’t miss her cue to walk from the wedding ceremony.
She spotted her parents as she moved back down the aisle, but she only gave them a cursory glance as she continued out of the room to change before the reception.
The carriage house where the wedding took place was so much more than the name gave it credit for. It was a massive, stately stone building that was separated into a number of smaller rooms, including the rooms where the wedding ceremony and reception happened, as well as separate bride and groom rooms. She was sure there were other rooms for staff nestled within the building since she’d seen Lily dip into and out of doors throughout the day.
She hadn’t been lying last night. Lily really did make what she did look easy, but Bennett knew today was the culmination of a significant amount of planning, and she didn’t want to add to the stress. Bennett may not have been a mind reader, but she knew without a doubt that she stressed Lily out. Whether it was because Lily felt the same magnetic pull when Bennett was near that she felt when Lily was within five feet of her, or because her job was stressful, of which Bennett was a part, she couldn’t be sure.
Her parents, her future, and her livelihood should have all been at the top of her list of topics to worry about, but they barely made a blip on her radar compared to the time she spent thinking about Lily, about each and every moment they had spent together and how she’d come back into her life. After every meeting, she had replayed their interactions in excruciating detail until she’d extracted every bit of nuance and meaning she could glean from them. How did Lily look at her? Did they touch? Was there a reason that made them touch? Did Lily scan the room like maybe she was looking for someone? 
Bennett felt like she’d been living in some strange parallel universe for the past six years, the last few months upending everything she’d worked to accept about her life and her future.
“Stop it,” she chided herself. She stood up from the ottoman she’d thrown herself across while waiting for Nora in the bridal room. She walked over to the clothing rack and flipped through the pieces until she found her next dress. Still burgundy, but shorter and with a more indecent neckline that wouldn’t make it into any photos that would hang on the happy couple’s wall for years to come. She smiled and unzipped the side of her dress. The material hadn’t been constricting, but she let out a breath of relief as the floor-length gown billowed into a pile at her feet. Within seconds, she’d slipped the new dress on and turned toward the mirror close by. Her hair fell in loose waves down her back, and she pushed it to the side and gave herself an appraising stare. 
Just as she had confirmed nothing inappropriate was on display, the door opened. She looked into the mirror to see behind her, expecting for Nora to throw herself into the room for a quick change before they headed to the reception.
Lily met her gaze in the mirror but stayed rooted in place. “Oh, I’m sorry.”
Bennett turned around and met Lily’s real stare, warmth wrapping itself around her body as she tried not to lose her train of thought. She looked so cute and professional in her black dress with a hem that fell just above her knees, complemented by another one of her blazers that was perfectly sized to her frame, the sleeves rolled once to fall just above her wrists. 
“No need to be sorry. I was waiting for Nora.” Bennett grew unsure for a moment, worried she’d forgotten something. “That was the plan right?”
Lily groaned and shut the door behind her. “I love Nora, but I’m beginning to think they stole away for a quickie.”
It was hard not to laugh, but the anguish on Lily’s face told her it wouldn’t be wise. “Good luck in that dress. That’s probably why it’s taking so long.”
“I know,” Lily groaned and took another step into the room. “She really should have changed into her reception dress first.” Lily looked toward the gown rack to see Nora’s next dress still dutifully holding its position. “I hope no one walks in on them given the, uh... logistics.” She blushed when she found the right word and dropped her gaze from Bennett’s.
“So let them,” Bennett said, taking her own step forward. “They’re young and in love. If that’s the worst thing they do on their wedding day, I think they’ll live to tell the tale.”
Lily’s face softened. “You’re right. I’m thinking of the practical element of explaining that away to a room of two hundred people, but you’re right. You’re absolutely right.”
“I’m sorry, what was that?” Bennett asked, holding her hand up to her ear. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you utter those words. Can you say them again, just so I know I’m not hallucinating?”
Lily pouted, and Bennett melted at the face. “That’s not fair. I always give credit where credit is due.” 
“I guess this is just a weird change of pace for me because historically, you’ve always been right. Can I bask in this for a second? Is that too much?” Before Bennett had processed their last exchange, they were standing facing one another, Lily’s hands on her hips like she was gearing up for a fight.
“You were right about things,” Lily said, her tone growing serious.
“I didn’t—”
“No.” Lily took another step forward. “You were right. Our worlds are different. Our lives are different. I can’t say it hasn’t been a strange feeling having you back in my life, but I live peripherally in your world for work, and I see how stressful it is.” 
Bennett hated every word, hated that she’d ever said them once upon a time. There was so much she wanted to say, wanted to correct, but her stare flicked across the room when she heard the door open. Nora stepped into the room in her silhouette gown with its beaded bodice that made her look like she’d escaped from an enchanted fairy tale, pulling Bennett from the conversation of ifs and whens and maybes. Nora’s dress had been more traditional than Bennett had expected of her capricious best friend, but Nora was radiant as she let out a deep sigh and threw herself down on the chaise lounge near the vanity, oblivious to the thick tension in the room.
Bennett remembered her purpose today and moved toward Nora. “The ceremony was beautiful. Congratulations.”
“Really, Nora. It was gorgeous,” Lily said from behind her, although Bennett couldn’t make herself turn around for fear she’d burst into tears.
Nora’s face was flushed, and she looked so jubilant that Bennett enveloped her friend in a hug, whispering, “I’m so happy for you,” before she let her go.
“Have you talked to your parents?” 
Bennett gave Nora a confused look. What did her parents have to do with anything? “Nope. Trying to remain as positive as possible today. A conversation with them doesn’t make the list on encouraging that. But today is about you. Let’s get you into your reception dress so you’re not late, okay?”
Lily stepped forward then, the seriousness from moments ago wiped away as a wide, thoughtful smile that made Bennett want to melt took its place. “Really, you can be as late as you want, but it does make my life easier if things run on time.”
Nora hopped up faster than Bennett had thought possible in the dress. “Let’s do this. Benny,” she said, “I need my reception dress.” She turned her attention to Lily. “Can you please help me out of this thing?” Nora pointed at the thing in question, her custom gown that cost more than many people’s first car.
“Champagne, Mrs. Vargas?” Bennett asked as she walked toward the other side of the room where there was a small table with drinks and snacks.
“This is why I love you, Benny,” Nora called from behind her with a muffled voice that led Bennett to believe she’d gotten herself stuck in her dress.
Bennett laughed as she pulled the chilled bottle from the ice bucket and poured them each a glass. Emotion still bubbled through her with surprising strength, but she promised herself she’d channel it into excitement for Nora’s celebration instead of following Lily around like a lost puppy looking for love. 
 
***
 
Nothing had gone wrong. No fights had erupted. The Vargas and Southerland families, in the most surprising turn of events, seemed to actually be getting along with one another. Dinner had gone off without a hitch; the toasts had all been heartfelt and not the least bit passive-aggressive. Lily had even choked up during Bennett’s maid-of-honor speech, her voice full as she talked about love and finding a person to build a life with. 
It hit Lily harder than she’d expected, but it seemed that since Bennett had come back into her life, most things hit her harder than expected. She could barely walk past her little corner bodega with its small flower stand outside without losing the tenuous grip on her emotions. It reminded Lily so much of the Bloemenmarkt in Amsterdam that, these days, she walked past the stand without breathing, like she was superstitiously passing a graveyard.
“You’ve done an amazing job,” Diane Southerland said as she stepped up to Lily. They stood near the side of the dance floor but out of sight in photos, the perfect position for a wedding planner to see the action without intruding.
“Thank you, Diane. That means a lot coming from you. How’s being a guest going?” Diane wore a dark tailored suit that made her look every bit as put together as her profession implied, but she was all smiles as she stood next to Lily with her hands clasped in front of her.
“I’m happy I can be here for Nora. And wouldn’t you know it, this is the first wedding in five years I’ve brought a date to,” Diane said with an almost shy smile. 
Lily scanned the room and tried to spot what she’d missed before. “Who?”
“Over there,” Diane said, pointing to a table where a few people sat. “Her name’s Julie. We’ve been dating for a few years.” Lily followed her finger to a blonde woman who looked close to Diane’s age, also dressed in an impeccable suit.
Lily turned toward Diane with a look of shock she couldn’t hide. “Years? You’ve pretty much had a girlfriend the entire time I’ve known you, and I didn’t know?”
Diane patted her shoulder gently and laughed. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Lily. I grew up in a world and in a time where even if you travel to the beat of your own drum, you still live your life fairly privately. Force of habit, I suppose.” She smiled sincerely. “But Julie and I are about to head out on an extended vacation. That is,” she said, lifting an eyebrow, “if you’re still up for the challenge.”
“I am. Absolutely I am. Thank you again.” Lily tried not to bounce excitedly like a child who’d just been told they were going to Disney World.
“Nonsense. You’ve earned it. I just wanted to come over and say goodbye before we head out for the evening.” Diane stilled and looked at Lily with deep, knowing eyes that made her feel like she was talking to a wise owl. “And Lily?”
“Yes?” she asked as a flash of burgundy caught her attention on the dance floor.
Diane followed Lily’s stare. “Don’t make work all you do. I know it can be hard in our profession to keep from looking at life and love as checklists to be completed, but those things are so much more than that, so much more than any single day or moment.”
The weight of Diane’s words settled into her chest, and she worked to come up with something equally eloquent in response. “Will do” was what came out, and she wanted to crawl under the DJ stage and hide.
Diane laughed and took a small step away before she turned back around. “Take a chance one of these days. People may surprise you.” She walked away like a wise fairy godmother who disappeared at midnight. 
Lily watched as Diane stopped on the dance floor and enveloped Bennett and Nora in hugs, their eyes all shifting to Lily before they parted ways. Diane headed back to her table to find Julie and Nora stayed on the dance floor with Antonio, but Bennett began walking over to where Lily stood in the corner, trying desperately not to stare unabashedly at Bennett’s stride and how magical she looked in that dress.
“Home stretch.” Bennett’s eyes were light, and she had a slight sheen of perspiration dotting her chest that Lily absolutely didn’t fantasize about licking off her body. Her thoughts had taken a dangerous turn, and she felt Bennett in her space so acutely it was like they’d been shoved together in a phone booth.
“I’m happy that Nora’s happy.” Lily’s phone buzzed in her blazer pocket. It was set to “do not disturb” with the exception of her parents. “One second,” she said, gesturing at Bennett as she slipped her phone out. Her dad’s name flashed across the screen. He never called this late. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?” Her face fell, and she felt like she was listening to him speak while underwater, trying to make sense of the information. “No, Dad. I’m glad you called. I’ll be right there.”
Bennett shifted closer, her brows drawn as Lily put her phone back in her pocket and looked around, slightly lost. “Are you okay?” Lily didn’t answer. “Lily? What’s going on?” 
Bennett ran her hand down Lily’s arm, and it rocketed her back to the present. “My mom had a fall. They’re on their way to the hospital. My dad had to call an ambulance.” Saying the words made them real, and her voice cracked under their weight.
“You need to go. I can take care of things here.” She looked up to find Bennett staring at her with such deep concern that it felt like all the air had been sucked from the room.
“No. I can’t.”
Bennett cut her off. “You absolutely can. The night’s almost over. Forward me the rest of your list.” Lily didn’t have time to consider where Bennett had managed to pull her phone from. “I can handle it. I promise.”
“I can’t ask you to do that, Bennett. You should be celebrating with Nora.”
A small smile formed on Bennett’s lips. “You forget that I’ve been uninvitedly crashing every step of the planning process. I know who’s who. I can make sure everything is wrapped up. Lily, I promise I can do this. I want to do this.” She gave another reassuring smile that made some of the tension calm in Lily’s chest. “I learned from the best. Go. Please. Be with your mom and dad right now.” 
What did she even say to that? To Bennett’s willingness to help her. She looked toward Nora on the dance floor, but Bennett squeezed her arm and pulled her attention back. “I’ll tell Nora. She’d say the same thing I’m saying right now.”
“Bennett, thank you.” Tears welled up in her eyes. The most pressing problem was solved, but she needed to get to the hospital right away.
“I’d do anything for you.” Lily’s face must have shifted, and Bennett continued quickly, “And Nora. Anything for you and Nora. Now please, go. I just need you to text me when you make it to the hospital and let me know what’s going on.”
Lily looked at the phone in her hands and back up at Bennett. “Okay,” she breathed so quietly she wondered if she’d said it out loud. 
Bennett didn’t say anything else, but she gave Lily’s arm another gentle squeeze before she dropped her hand and gestured toward the door.
For all that had happened between them, Bennett Burke had turned into an amazing person, an amazing friend. Lily willed away the intense thoughts bubbling up in her mind as she made the drive from suburban Connecticut to Brooklyn as fast as possible. Everything felt raw, but she couldn’t consider anything until she knew that her mom would be okay. If that happened, maybe then she could begin to think about how she’d fallen a little bit back in love with Bennett. Maybe she could begin to think about how she’d never really fallen out of love at all.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
Connecticut & New York, 2013
 
The car Bennett had taken from JFK rounded the cul-de-sac and stopped in front of the stone home. She was in suburban Connecticut, where she’d grown up, but felt like a foreigner. She basked in the last moments she’d get alone before the onslaught of questions from her parents about her summer plans and all the expectations of her events with the Burke family. Maybe she’d get lucky and her mother would be at lunch at the club, but she didn’t hold her breath on that one.
The driver helped her get her bags inside the large front entry, decorated with expensive art pieces from around the world—from places her parents had visited but looked down on with disdain from the privacy of their multimillion-dollar home. Once the door was shut behind her, Bennett had a few seconds before she heard someone clear their throat. She looked over to the sitting room off to the left to find her mother dressed immaculately in a pencil skirt and white blouse, her legs crossed at the ankles. She hadn’t made a peep as Bennett had lugged her items inside, though this was not exactly the surprise of a lifetime. 
“Bennett, come in here.” All she wanted was a shower and a nap, but you didn’t say no when Lydia Burke requested your presence.
“Hello,” Bennett said as she crossed into the room and sat in a wingback chair that had been imported from somewhere Bennett couldn’t remember. All she wanted was to be back in her tiny room with Lily, curled up with their bodies pressed against one another.
“I trust you’ll be ready for dinner at the club at seven p.m.”
And so it began. “I’m a little jet-lagged. I was hoping to relax this evening, if it’s all the same.”
“Nonsense. The family already has reservations, and I informed everyone of your return.” She said it the same way someone discussed a prize horse competing in a race. “I let you have your fun in Europe, now it’s back to reality.” 
Bennett’s stomach sank. A million unspoken words rang through that sentence as clearly as if she’d been slapped with them.
“I don’t—”
Her mother cut her off with a steely glare and ran a finger against the soft fabric of the sofa chaise beneath her. “If you want to succeed in business, Bennett, you’re going to need to develop a better poker face.” Maybe they both needed better poker faces because Bennett could see the fire simmering below the surface of her mother’s otherwise perfect stare.
“I always expected you to push limits, but even this...” The air in the room grew thick, though her mother hadn’t moved, hadn’t raised her voice. 
“I don’t...”
Her mother looked at her with something akin to pity in her eyes, like an animal that needed to be put down. “You do. You do know exactly what I’m talking about. Now, do I need to tell you how this is going to play out, or do you understand?” Bennett sat there without her voice. “You will not see her again. You will never bring this up again. You will not embarrass this family, or you will be cut off from your inheritance, and you will exist in the world alone.”
Bennett opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. “You don’t—”
“This is not who you are. It’s not who you will be. By all means, try to stay in California or live in New York City as a penniless ex-socialite. See how far that gets you with your new love, when the trips no longer come so easily, and when the best hotel rooms can’t be purchased with the swipe of a credit card. She will never, ever be welcome in this family, but you still have a choice.” Her mother stood up and smoothed her skirt. “I trust that you will make the right one, and I expect you to be ready to go to the club at seven p.m. as discussed.”
She’d known it would be bad—if, how, and when, her mother found out—but she hadn’t expected the coldness in her voice, devoid of any real understanding of what she’d asked of Bennett.
As her mother began to walk out of the room, Bennett found her voice again. “How did you find out?”
Her mother smirked. “It’s amazing what a few well-placed calls of concern to a hotel can glean.”
Bennett cleared her throat and tried to think quickly, to find a way to salvage the situation. “I have friends. Since when is that the crime of the century?”
Her mother’s stare told her she believed that story almost as much as she believed in feminism. “You sounded strange when I talked to you last, and I called your hotel asking about my daughter. To my surprise, they asked me which of the girls in the room was my daughter. It didn’t take long after that...” She let the words hang between them, daring Bennett to argue. Silence filled the room until her mother spoke again. “Do we understand one another now?”
How was she supposed to do this? How was she supposed to stand up to a lifetime of being beaten down, to finally find her voice and her own way? Her mother had orchestrated the perfect plan; it had been a lifetime in the making. Without knowing what real love had felt like, Bennett had already begun to romanticize it, to try and contextualize her relationship with Lily outside of the moments they’d shared.
Lily was still halfway across the world, and Bennett was left alone against her mother’s ire. She felt adrift, like it was less than she’d made it out to be in her head. And what she hated most, what made her want to throw herself against a wall and cry until her eyes were raw and she couldn’t speak, was that it had only taken a few perfectly chosen words from her mother to make her believe it. 
 
***
 
Lily’s return to the United States wasn’t going quite as planned. She’d missed her connecting flight in Reykjavík because of a delay out of Heathrow, and she’d spent a sleepless night in the airport in Iceland before she could catch the next flight out. The mature, worldly Lily Connor had held it together, just barely, but she’d felt strange navigating the world alone for the first time in months. 
In London, Bennett had planned their trips even though Lily had the most noble intentions of doing exactly that when she’d first arrived. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew that things tended to work out better when money wasn’t an issue, and the best seats were always purchased, something that was obvious Bennett had done even if she hadn’t admitted it.
On top of the hellish flight schedules, her phone had died on the way back. She’d forgotten how much longer a flip phone held a charge compared to her iPhone, and she’d been ill-prepared as the plane descended into New York. 
Spending even another second in an airport was not an option, so she grabbed a cab and refused to look at the meter. By the time Lily fell into her mother’s arms in the doorway in Brooklyn, she was close to tears. 
“Hi, Mom,” she breathed before she leaned into her mother’s stable, comforting arms. It felt like a lifetime since she’d last seen her. 
“Hi, baby.” Her mother squeezed her tightly and rubbed her back like she’d done when she was little. She pulled back and held Lily in front of her with her arms extended. “You look so grown up, my little world traveler.”
“Mom,” Lily said, slightly embarrassed even though no one else had heard.
Lily’s dad walked into the entryway, his hair more gray than Lily remembered. “Hey, kiddo.” He enveloped her in a hug, and Lily smelled the familiar cedar scent of his aftershave.
There were little differences between the home when she’d left and now, but for the most part, it remained unchanged, even if Lily felt like a completely different person. A person who felt horrible that she could barely wait to charge her phone and text Bennett that she’d landed safely, given the sweet, doting smiles her parents were bestowing on her.
“I can’t wait to tell you guys all about it, but I need to shower first.”
“Sure, honey. Dinner’s almost done.” Her mom walked back toward the kitchen, and her father grabbed one of Lily’s bags and began to carry it up the staircase to her bedroom. She grabbed the other one and followed him silently. They’d always had a quiet relationship, content to sit and read or watch television together, words never taking center stage in their interactions.
He dropped the bag inside the door to her bedroom and smiled without coming inside. “Missed you, kid.”
“You too, Dad.” He hadn’t even made it to the staircase before Lily was tugging her charger out of her bag. She plugged her phone into the wall and headed to the upstairs bathroom across from her bedroom. “Not exactly ensuite,” she muttered to herself with a laugh before she shut the door behind her.
Fifteen minutes and a hot shower later, she was a new, less grimy person. She skittered back to her room in her towel and practically lunged at her phone on the bedside table. The awaited text was the only thing distracting her from the gnawing hunger in her stomach after subsisting on airport food for almost a full day. 
There weren’t any messages from Bennett, but she tried not to worry, shooting off a text before she could overthink it. Back home. Miss you! 
In Europe, they’d spent almost every moment together, so even on her flip phone, texting had never been necessary. She had no idea what kind of text etiquette Bennett followed.  She sighed. There was still so much to learn about one another. After cradling her phone for a few pathetic minutes, she finally forced herself to get dressed and head downstairs. On the staircase were photos of her, a school picture from each year growing up. She laughed and moved through time as she descended the steps, taking them two at a time when she reached the especially gangly, awkward years with braces.
“Dinner smells delicious, Mom.” Lily eased herself into a chair at the kitchen table. “Did you need help with anything?”
“I’m fine, honey. Go talk to your father. He won’t admit it, but he’s missed you a ton. I almost got him a puppy because he was walking around the house looking so lost.”
Lily smiled. “It was only four months.”
“He takes things hard. You’re his baby.” Her mom shooed her out of the kitchen, and Lily made her way down the long downstairs hallway to the den where her father sat, watching a classic baseball game on television. 
“Who’s gonna pull it out?” Lily said, knowing the way it ended. It was a game her father had watched so many times before. In some ways, it felt like she’d never left, but she couldn’t escape how different she felt inside, even as she slipped back into the comfort of her old life.
Her father made a noncommittal sound as the shortstop missed a grounder, like he always did, but he glanced over and smiled at her. 
She basked in his affection, but as soon as her phone vibrated, it commanded her attention. She looked down at the screen. Glad you made it. Lily waited for a few seconds to see if another message followed, but nothing came.
After another agonizing few seconds, when it became clear that was the totality of what Bennett wanted to share, she responded, her hands slightly shaky with the brusque response. You all good?
Just a lot being home. Can we talk?
Lily’s shaky palms grew sweaty, and she tried not to think the worst, that something had changed once the spell of their time away had been broken. She promised herself she wouldn’t spiral until she had something to actually worry about, but she responded as fast as her fingers could type. I’m free now. 
“I have a call, Dad,” she said, already at the door of the den. She moved through the hallway quickly and yelled, “Have to take a call, Mom,” as she bounded back up the steps. In the safety of her room with the door locked behind her, she hit call before she overthought the worry percolating in her gut.
“Hi.” Bennett’s voice came through clearly, but her tone felt far away.
“Hey,” Lily answered as she eased herself onto the floor with her back pushed up against her bed. “How are you? How was your flight?”
The silence on the other end was deafening. “Look,” Bennett finally said. The single word cut through her jaggedly like a dull knife. 
“Bennett, what’s going on?” Her voice was pained in a way that made her feel weak. It was a voice she never wanted to hear again.
Bennett cleared her throat, like she was gearing up for a practiced speech. “Study abroad was fun.” 
“Yeah?” Lily’s voice rose, unable to keep her emotions in check. Bennett’s flippant description hurt more than if she’d cut clearly to the point.
“I can’t do this.”
Lily wondered if she’d throw up on her carpet. She looked around the room for anything that would give her the smallest sense of comfort, but she found nothing. They could part ways. Her life with Bennett existed across the world, and she could slip back into her life here and pretend like it had never happened. Like Bennett
had never happened. “You haven’t really explained what we’re not doing.”
She’d seen movies and read books where people described the moment when everything changed, but as she sat on the floor of her bedroom with her legs crossed, she realized that none of those descriptions did the sensation justice. How her heart quickened and then slowed, a pathetic hopefulness she refused to let go of even if everything in Bennett’s voice told her it was a losing battle. Lily chewed against the inside of her lip so hard she tasted blood. It was coppery and foreign on her tongue, and she ran her finger against her lip to make sure it was real. Nothing felt real right now. 
“Lily, please.” It was the first time she’d heard the thick cord of emotion in Bennett’s voice, like maybe this was hard for her, too. Strange, given Bennett was the one pushing this conversation.
She hugged her knees up to her chest. “What’s going on, Bennett? What’s changed?”
“Like I said, I can’t do this. You can hate me now or you can hate me later, but it ends the same.” There was a resoluteness in her voice that crushed Lily.
How was it possible to know someone so intimately, to see the world together and whisper I love you’s back and forth and make promises, all for it to fall apart so easily? The balloon expanding in her stomach popped, even as she forced herself to say the words. “So, this is over?”
“I’m sorry.”
Anger welled up and coursed through Lily’s veins, the strength taking her by surprise. “I never asked you to make promises, Bennett. You were the one that pushed things. You were the one that wanted us to make plans here.” She lowered her voice when she realized the pitch she’d reached, worried her parents would overhear. “I wish you’d known what you wanted a little more before you dragged me along for the ride.”
Another “I’m sorry” did nothing but amplify the frustration rushing through Lily’s body. 
Did she even know the person she was talking to right now? Had she ever really known her? The weight of that knowledge crushed Lily so hard that her body pushed back against the bed, looking for any source of stability. She knew the Bennett whose life was easy. The Bennett who lived without expectations or the need to make real decisions. When confronted with the first sign of struggle, Bennett was cowering, unwilling to fight, to talk to her and make things work. It hurt so much she could hardly make sense of the pain, but she wouldn’t beg. She wouldn’t plead. She loved Bennett, but she wouldn’t risk her own dignity and chase Bennett’s capricious emotions like a kite changing course with the wind. “If you do this, Bennett, this is it. I’m not trying to make you come out. I’m not trying to make you be someone you’re not ready to be. If you tell me there’s no place for me in your life, I’m going to believe it. I’m going to stick to it.”
Lily heard a soft, strangled sigh from the other end, like Bennett was wrestling with her words. She couldn’t feel too bent out of shape about it. Bennett was trapped in a prison of her own making, unwilling to let Lily extend her the key. “I can’t do this.”
Strangely, the tears that had been threatening to engulf her dried, a harshness left in their place that made her feel like she was walking through a desert, swallowing sand. She forced the words out anyway. “I guess that’s all there is to say then. I love you, Bennett. I offered you the olive branch I had to give, but I think this is it. I need to go back to work and then school. Back to life. Back to existing. I can’t be available when the whim strikes you.”
“I’m sorry.” 
Lily felt like she was talking to a pre-recorded taping from a crisis management company.
“I am too.” And then, she hung up the phone seconds before the tears finally did work their way out of her, swift and consuming like a dam had let loose inside her bedroom. Inside her heart.
There had been moments of uncertainty, times when she’d thought they wouldn’t be able to make it work. But the swiftness of Bennett assuming her old life and throwing Lily aside had hurt her more than she could begin to articulate, almost as if she’d been thrown from a moving train without knowing it was coming. She cried quietly against the comforter she’d had since childhood, in a room that had nothing to do with Bennett but would remind her of this moment forever. 
When her mother came up to find her minutes later as she sought refuge under the covers of her bed, she feigned a wave of tiredness that, while real, had nothing to do with her travels. And when her mom left and shut the light on her way out, Lily curled against her pillows and cried as silently as she could manage given the weight of her pain.
 
***
 
Bennett had gotten exactly what she’d wanted, so why did it make her feel like she’d rather be dead? It had been three weeks since her call with Lily. She woke up in a cold sweat every morning, alone and remorseful. At least today, she didn’t wake up in the same home as her parents, and she counted it a small win.
Nora had come back from Vassar a week ago, and like an answer to a prayer she hadn’t known she’d made, the chance to stay with Nora’s aunt Diane had presented itself. She’d welcomed it with open arms. The guise was spending the summer in the city instead of out in the suburbs, but she wondered if she could have spent another night in the same house with her parents, pretending everything was okay, that she was okay. Her parents had hated the idea, which only made her love it more, but they hated everything she did. This was the least offensive in the string of inappropriate choices in Bennett’s life.
She laid in her bed in Diane’s Upper East Side apartment. It felt empty. She felt empty. Once she’d realized what a horrible mistake she’d made, even before she’d left her parents’ house, she’d texted and called Lily as much as she’d thought acceptable without invoking a restraining order, but she hadn’t received a response.
She’d done this. There was no one else to blame, even if she wanted to blame her mother. Her stupid, idiotic acceptance of her mother’s cruel words had set her down a path she couldn’t take back, but she’d been the one to pull the trigger. She’d made the choice, and she hated herself for it, more than she thought possible, more than she’d ever hated herself for any previous reaction to the words and expectations of her family.
The late spring sun streamed through the windows of Diane’s brownstone, but the beauty was lost on her as birds chirped incessantly in the early morning. It wasn’t because it wasn’t Paris or Amsterdam or Berlin. It was because Lily wasn’t there with her. It was because she felt so lost without the only person that had ever made her feel truly happy. 
So quickly, she’d thrown that away because of fear and doubt. She balled the sheets into her fingers and tried to find some way to release her frustration without screaming into the room. If Lily was here, she’d have kissed Bennett’s brow and run a soothing hand down her arm, telling her they’d figure things out. The desire to scream intensified, and she rolled her body over and pushed her face into a pillow before she caused a scene. 
“Benny?” Nora knocked on her door but didn’t come in.
Bennett muffled one last scream before she ran her fingers against the Egyptian cotton sheets. “I’m awake.”
Nora bounded into the room in a ridiculous cartoon pajama set and threw herself down on Bennett’s bed. “Good morning, bestie.”
She loved her best friend. There would have been no right time for her to show up today, but her enthusiasm melted even Bennett’s cold heart. “Morning, Nora Bora.” 
“You seem sad.” Nora propped her head up on her arm and lounged at the end of the bed. “Are you okay?”
Sure, but I made the worst mistake of my life. Definitely, but I’m a lesbian and my parents will never accept that. “Just tired.”
Nora searched Bennett’s face. “I thought I heard you crying last night.”
“Must have been the wind.” Denial was not just a river in Egypt anymore, and she was intent on burying her woes deep down inside. Maybe she’d bury them so deep that without light, without her constant agonizing, she’d forget about what she’d done, and her emotions would wither and die like a starved plant in a dark room. She wanted to forget about the last four months of her life because living with the alternative was absolutely not something she was going to do. 
“Okay.” Nora didn’t push, which Bennett needed. “Do you want to hang out today?”
“I’m still feeling a little sick,” she said, a lie she’d pretended into existence for the last few days that had begun to feel true. There were no more excuses for why she shouldn’t enjoy her summer—nothing except her own racing thoughts holding her hostage in the apartment. 
Nora looked concerned, but Bennett couldn’t make herself open up. If she said anything, even hinted at the anguish that rolled through her body, the whole story would tumble out, and it would be real. With the exception of her mother, no one else knew about her, about Lily, and the only way she’d make it through was to keep the experiences separate. No reminders. No fantasies. No wishing things were different. Lily was gone from her life, and she needed to start accepting it.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Present Day
 
As Bennett checked the last item off the to-do list Lily had emailed her, she scanned the bridal room and made sure everything was cleared out. The wedding had ended an hour ago, and she’d checked in with the DJ, venue coordinator, and, of course, Nora, with whom she’d shared a teary goodbye as she and Antonio would head out in the morning for their honeymoon.
Lily had texted her and confirmed when she’d made it to the hospital, although it did little to alleviate Bennett’s concern.
“Done, done, and done,” she said to herself while she slipped out of her cocktail dress into a change of clothing she’d brought. She threw her hair up in a high ponytail and did one last sweep of the room to make sure Lily’s reputation would be maintained as a fantastic wedding planner. 
Within ten minutes, she was situated in the back seat of a town car with her dress shoved into a bag with the rest of her things, her leg bouncing against the floor. She texted Lily. All wrapped up with a bow. 
She didn’t know if she’d get a response given what Lily was going through, so she was surprised when the ellipsis popped up on their text thread almost immediately. You’re a lifesaver, Bennett. Thank you.
This was good news. Lily probably wouldn’t text if something was going horribly wrong. How are you? How is your Mom?
Sedated now. Will be here at least for the night. It was a few seconds, but another message came through. Anything I need to handle with the wedding? I still feel horrible about leaving.
No. You planned everything perfectly. :) And it was true. By the time Bennett had come on the scene, all she had to do was keep the ship on course.
Thank you again. I owe you at least a drink for your help. I really can’t put into words how much it means to me. Bennett tried to hide her silly smile even though no one was there to see.
Her fingers shook slightly as she typed a response. I might just take you up on that, but it was really no problem. All your hard work made it easy. :) Was she using too many emojis? God, Lily was going through a terrifying and stressful time right now, and all she could think about was how she was coming off. 
Lily had to be exhausted. She’d been up since the early hours of the morning, and now she was looking at a long night waiting in a depressing hospital for news on her mother. She focused her attention on the driver and made her decision. “Can we make a pit stop?”
The drive from Connecticut to Brooklyn had taken over an hour, and Bennett was so tired that a lumpy mattress would have felt like heaven, but as she stepped into the bright lights of the hospital, she knew this was where she was supposed to be.
She hit Lily’s contact in her phone, and she waited for her to pick up, or not pick up, the call. It had been a long shot, but it was worth taking the chance. Lily could be impractically stubborn, and Bennett knew she’d refuse to let her come if she’d asked beforehand. Too bad Lily had mentioned the name of the hospital where the paramedics had taken her mother. Bennett had already known her final destination for the night before she’d even left the wedding. There was no way she could have slept without knowing Lily was okay and that people were there to support her.
“Bennett?” Lily’s voice was soft, slightly tired when she answered.
“You sound like you could use a coffee.”
Lily laughed. Bennett could imagine Lily running her hands over her tired eyes to wipe the sleep away. “I don’t want to say I’ve grown pretentious, but the drinks here aren’t winning any awards. I almost chugged a Red Bull from the vending machine.”
“You would never,” Bennett teased.
“You’re right. I wouldn’t, but things are pretty dire here.”
Bennett saw her opening. She’d need to admit her presence at some point anyway, unless she was willing to walk away with her tail between her legs, which she wasn’t. “Meet me in the lobby?”
“The lobby?” She could hear the surprise in Lily’s voice.
“I brought you coffee,” Bennett said with a hopefulness that bordered on embarrassing. “I figured you could use it.”
 	There were a few seconds that felt like they stretched across eternity before she got a response. “I’ll be there in a second.”
The call disconnected, but within a minute, Lily pushed through the double doors that separated the waiting area and the patient rooms. She still wore her outfit from the wedding, her dress and a blazer, her heels clicking against the floor as she made her way toward Bennett. Bennett didn’t stop to think, wrapping Lily up in a hug when she reached her, like there was no other possible action to take. There was a moment where Lily’s posture stayed rigid, but after a few seconds, she softened into the embrace and allowed Bennett to hold her, resting her head against Bennett’s shoulder.
Lily finally pulled back, like she remembered who Bennett was, and she scanned her face. “What are you doing here?”
Bennett shrugged and gestured toward the check-in counter. “I brought you coffee.”
Lily’s eyes flicked to the full tray of drinks. “For the whole wing?”
“I brought one for your dad, too, but I didn’t know what he liked. I guess, technically, he got two.”
“That’s really sweet,” Lily said, her voice heavy and laced with emotion.
Bennett wanted to get lost in the sound, in what it could mean, but she knew this wasn’t the time. “It’s the least I can do.” She took a small step forward and put her hand on Lily’s forearm. “How is your mom?”
Lily’s shoulders slumped, and she ran a hand through her hair. “Resting now. She has a few broken bones. Luckily, it’s nothing more serious. It’s not a stroke or a heart attack.”
“But it’s still scary.”
“Yeah,” Lily said, visibly deflating. “It is scary.”
Bennett handed Lily a coffee, two creams and a sugar. “I figure this is still how you drink it.”
Lily took a long, luxurious sip, and Bennett could almost see the warmth from the liquid infusing life into Lily’s tired bones. “It’s perfect. Thank you.” She trained her stare on Bennett then, eyes deep as the ocean and just as difficult to see below the surface. “I’m sure you want to get home, but thank you again,” she said, gesturing toward the cup she held.
“I’m not really tired. I’d like to stay, if that’s okay with you. Maybe I can debrief you on the wedding? It might distract you from waiting.” There was no way in hell she was leaving Lily alone right now.
“Sure,” Lily said, although her voice made her sound anything but. “We can sit on the bench outside the room. Just let me run these coffees in to my dad.” Bennett followed her through the double doors and down a long, sterile-looking hallway bathed in bright light. “Wait here,” Lily said as she slipped into the room with the tray of coffees. She returned a minute later and sat down next to Bennett, who was still functional enough to spot the bench in question, tucked against the wall near the room where Lily’s mother was resting.
“How are you doing?” Bennett tried not to stare too hard at the lines of worry etched across Lily’s face, like her whole body was consumed with grief that had pooled on the surface.
“The coffee is bringing me back to life, so that’s a plus. It was a really thoughtful gesture,” Lily said.
“I don’t get out to Brooklyn nearly enough,” Bennett deflected with a smile.
Lily raised a skeptical eyebrow. “And I’m sure this hospital is on everyone’s list of top ten places to party the night away.”
“I’m sure at least a few people are here because they partied the night away a little too hard already.” That earned a smile from Lily, and Bennett couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her own lips in response.
“You’re right. At least I didn’t have to discover my mother was out clubbing or something equally insane.”
“Have you gotten any more updates?”
“She’s stable and luckily, she doesn’t need surgery. She was going downstairs for a glass of water and took a step wrong.” Lily sighed as Bennett saw the tension slip into her posture again. “I hate that they’re getting older, and no matter what I do, it’s not something that I can stop.”
Bennett put her hand on Lily’s forearm again, trying to banish the fear laced through Lily’s voice. “It’s not something you can control. All you can do is be there for them.”
“Oh, I am acutely aware of how many things I am not in control of, against my deepest protests.” There was an implication floating just below the surface that Bennett wouldn’t acknowledge unless Lily did first. 
Bennett had ended things regardless of what Lily had wanted, and as she looked into Lily’s sad eyes, she realized the possibility that it could have deeply formed the person Lily had become. It seemed like they’d both thrown themselves into work, into building lives charted by achievable milestones and expected practices. They’d both gone for the controlled burn after the wildfire that was their time together. The only difference being, Lily still thought she’d been the only one left without a choice in the matter.
For the next two hours, they sat next to one another on the bench, not speaking often. About an hour into waiting, Lily rested her head against Bennett’s shoulder and touched her fingers lightly against Bennett’s upturned palm. “Thank you,” she whispered quietly without turning her face.
Bennett wrapped her hand around Lily’s fingers and squeezed gently. She leaned her head against Lily’s and allowed the warmth and comfort to wash over her body. “You’re welcome,” she said just as softly, Lily’s hand squeezing in return the only sign that she’d heard. 
In spite of Mr. Connor’s protests, Lily convinced him to go home once her mother was sleeping for the night. “Get some sleep so that you can be here with her in the morning,” she coaxed. “I’ll stay tonight, and then we can trade. I already called June, and she’ll be here in the morning, too.” Bennett stood in the doorway to the room and watched the exchange play out. The tenderness between a parent and a child was so foreign to her; she watched Lily call her dad a car before walking him to the pickup location near the entrance. 
In her family, she’d always felt like they were pitted against one another, not working toward a common goal. She’d fought with her brother for a promotion. She’d fought with her dad for his attention. She’d fought with her mother on how she could live her life. It hurt like hell to accept the reality of her situation, but as she watched Lily slip back into the hallway after her father had gone, all she felt was happiness that Lily had such great people in her life. The hard things happening to Lily were tempered by the love of her family, not exacerbated by their judgment.
Lily gestured toward the doorway. “I was going to sit in the room in case my mom wakes up. You should really get some sleep, Bennett. You’ve been up since six a.m., which was”—Lily looked down at her watch—“twenty hours ago.”
Bennett shifted toward the room and shrugged her shoulders. “Is it okay if I sit in there with you?”
Maybe Lily wanted her there, or maybe she was just too tired to fight. “Sure, Bennett.”
The room was darker than the hallway, and Bennett tried not to let her eyes close for too long as she slipped into the chair next to Lily, a few feet away from where Lily’s mom slept. She’d never met Mrs. Connor officially, but she already had a deep affection for her considering what an amazing daughter she’d raised.
The hours passed until the light began to stream through the window on the far side of the room. Bennett managed to stay awake through the brief bits of conversation that punctuated long, comfortable silences while they distracted themselves on their phones or talked to the nurses who came through every hour. 
Exhaustion pulled her limbs down, but with Lily so close, her attention never wavered. She was always acutely aware of Lily’s presence next to her, like an extension of her own body. In the darkness of the room, her own body missed how Lily had pressed against her while they’d waited out on the bench earlier. She wondered if she’d ever get to feel Lily sink into her like that again, to be the anchor in Lily’s life when she felt adrift.
 
***
 
Bennett hadn’t left her side since they’d arrived at the hospital, and she was now with Lily in a car on the way back to Lily’s parents’ house, a much shorter drive than to her apartment in Manhattan. Lily wanted to be close by in case her mom woke up or anything unexpected happened. Her sister, June, had stopped by the house to pick up their father on her way to the hospital, and they’d traded places in the room like guards changing shifts. 
She needed a shower and a nap, but it was difficult to focus on the pressing, practical concerns with Bennett still so close. “God, I hope I have some unembarrassing clothing here,” Lily said as she unlocked the door and stepped inside, Bennett behind her like a shadow.
Bennett took in the quaint home Lily’s parents had lived in for over forty years. “When did you move out?”
“I ended up moving out for my senior year of college. I wanted a little more space.”
“Oh,” Bennett said, like she was slightly surprised by the news. “Did they have a problem with...”
“No, not at all. They were amazing when I came out to them. I just felt like it was finally time for me to leave the nest. See what else was out there.” And not have my mother try to make my one night stands breakfast, she thought, but she kept that part out.
Bennett walked over to the staircase and looked at the most recent picture on the Lily shrine her parents insisted on keeping in her absence. Lily had been eighteen and in her last year of high school, her smile slightly unsure, her shoulders rounded like she wanted to hide from the camera. “And did you find what you were looking for?” Bennett asked, her stare still trained on the photo.
Lily shrugged and fidgeted with the hem of her blazer. “It wasn’t about looking. It was about existing.”
Bennett turned toward her then. “I hope that wasn’t because of me.”
“You were my first love. I had no basis for comparison. I wanted to disappear into specks of dust scattered across the universe when you broke up with me, but...”
“But what?” Bennett said, hanging on every word as she stepped toward Lily.
“But I kept on existing. It’s not a glamorous story or anything about how I eat, pray, loved myself back. I got up each day, and I went to work or school. I made a few friends. I was hurt and confused, but time kept ticking by until one day, I realized you were no longer the first thing I thought about when I woke up or the last thing I thought about when I went to bed.”
The anguish on Bennett’s face was so prominent that she looked like the one who wanted to disappear now. “I’m sorry I did that,” she said quietly.
“It taught me a lesson I may not have otherwise learned. And for what it’s worth, you were honest when you ended things. You told me you could hurt me now or hurt me later. Considering how much the now had hurt, the later may have killed me.” She tried to smile to temper the words, but her lips refused to obey.
Bennett looked on the verge of tears. “You didn’t return any of my calls.”
“You told me how it ended. When you started calling, all that changed was later came sooner than I’d expected. I’ve always trusted you that what you said was true.” Lily had spent hours, days, months agonizing over what had happened between them, and until this moment, until Bennett spoke her next words, she thought she’d made her peace with it, even if a part of her would always love Bennett.
“God, Lily. I’m so sorry. I was stupid and scared. I didn’t have the answers. I was as lost as you were.” Bennett took a deep breath, like she was struggling with the words she chose. “My mom knew about us before I even got home. I didn’t have a chance to come out, to tell her on my terms. She already knew, and she was livid. I was already so scared, and she made me feel like we could never work out. I already felt so inadequate in her eyes, and that feeling amplified under her scrutiny over something I was truly struggling with. I crumbled.” Bennett started crying then, and she hugged her arms around her body protectively. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry about all of it. I wasn’t brave when you weren’t with me anymore. I didn’t think I could do it.”
Lily closed the foot of space between them and wrapped her arms around Bennett. She’d just learned a lot of new information she couldn’t absorb, but in this moment, Bennett was hurting, and she needed to comfort her. Bennett’s life was ruled by people turning their backs on her when she did something that didn’t fit in their narrative. 
“It’s okay,” Lily whispered against Bennett’s ear as the sobs slowed but didn’t fully calm. She didn’t know how long she held Bennett in the foyer, like they were suspended in time, possibly even transported back to another time when things could have been different.
Bennett’s breathing began to slow as Lily held her. The moment shifted when Lily became acutely aware of how their bodies connected to one another, Bennett’s lips so close to Lily’s ear that a low heat sprawled through her body with the realization. There was so much happening given they were almost completely still, and she wrestled with the current flowing through her in spite of her exhaustion.
“Is it okay if I nap here?” The question caught Lily off guard, and she pulled her face back to search Bennett’s eyes. “I just need to sleep. I’m so tired. Just sleep, I promise,” she reiterated, as if Lily would question her motives. But the Bennett that stood before her looked broken and ashamed. A quick romp with an old love seemed to be the last thing on her mind.
“Bennett, really, you can go home. It’s okay,” Lily said, even as she disliked how the words sounded rolling from her lips.
Bennett snuggled her head back against Lily’s shoulder so her words were muffled. “I don’t want to leave you again.”
And really, truly, honest to God, Lily didn’t want her to leave again either. “Okay. Let’s nap.” She grabbed Bennett’s hand and led her up the staircase toward her old room. She had the sensation again of being suspended in time, like this moment should have happened six years ago.
Bennett rounded to the far side of the bed, the same side she’d always slept on when they’d been together. “Is this okay?” she asked one last time, her eyes tired and sad as they flicked across Lily’s face.
“Absolutely. I need to find some clothes to change into.” 
Bennett nodded and removed her shoes before she crawled under the covers and curled up into a ball. 
Lily rummaged through her drawers and pulled out an old pair of leggings and a sweatshirt. “I’ll be back.” She ran across the hall to the bathroom and shed her clothing. After a quick shower, she got dressed and tried to will the nervousness in her stomach away. It was just a nap. Should she sleep in one of her siblings’ old rooms? Even as she considered the possibility, she knew she didn’t want to. 
She walked back across the hallway before she let herself consider the implications and shut the bedroom door behind her. Bennett looked like she was already asleep, her chest rising and falling evenly. Lily crawled onto her side of the bed and tried not to stare at how Bennett’s brow had smoothed or how her lips looked soft and plump, the makeup from the wedding long washed off in a bathroom at the hospital.
Lily turned away from Bennett and exhaled deeply, trying to find a sense of calm amidst the chaotic flutter of her body.
“I missed you,” Bennett said, so quietly from behind her that she thought she’d imagined it. But when Bennett’s hand reached out and pressed against Lily’s hip to encourage her to scoot closer like she’d done so many times before, she knew it had been real.
She let her body lead her and gave into the pull, shifting her body back until she felt Bennett behind her. A soft sigh escaped her lips when Bennett’s arm tightened around her, and she melted into the warmth and familiarity of the action, pressing back farther and intertwining their feet together. They still fit like a lock and a key. It all clicked so suddenly that she tensed from the weight of her thoughts. Bennett pulled her closer again and rested her head on top of Lily’s shoulder, grounding her in the moment so sweetly that she softened again and let out a sigh of relief when she finally gave in to the embrace. 
There was so much she needed to say, so many things they needed to figure out, but instead of a conversation six years in the making, all that came out as she drifted off into quite possibly the best nap she’d ever had, was “I missed you, too.”
 
***
 
Bennett woke up in Lily’s bed in the early afternoon, her limbs loose with sleep after coming down from the highs and lows of the previous day. She laid her arm against the empty space next to her in bed, missing Lily’s presence.
Lily was already up and moving around the room, dressed in an adorable sweatshirt that looked like it was from a high school club. Her hair had dried rumpled and askew, and Bennett couldn’t remember a time when she’d been more beautiful, her eyes light and playful after a restful sleep. Lily smiled and sat down at the edge of the bed. “My mom’s awake. I’m going to head to the hospital.”
Bennett sat up and put her feet on the floor. “I’ll go, too.” 
“Okay.” And that was that. No more giving Bennett outs if she didn’t want to come along or encouraging her to go home. Lily seemed to accept Bennett’s presence and drove them both to the hospital, stopping for another tray of coffees on the way. 
Bennett spent the day with Lily’s sister, father, and mother, who thankfully was in good spirits after the fall. It was a strange, weirdly wonderful day considering the somber reason they’d been drawn together. Bennett could see parts of Lily in both of her parents, and even though her sister was much older, Lily held her own and maintained a sense of diplomacy as they all discussed what the next few days would look like. 
Lily was stubborn like both of her parents, that much was obvious from the way that they all talked to one another with their hands thrown wide, even when the words were loving and sincere. And in spite of the difficult reason they’d all come together, everyone had been so kind and welcoming to Bennett, including her in conversation and being gracious about her unexpected appearance.
Bennett finally did return to Manhattan, but only later on Sunday night, and only with the explicit promise that Lily would keep her filled in on what was happening. They hadn’t talked about how Bennett’s heart had cracked open from something as simple as a nap, but she spent the day filled with emotion, words constantly on the tip of her tongue that she knew would be ill-advised to say with so much going on in Lily’s life.
When she got home, she drew a bath and laid her head back against the edge of the deep tub. She finally had a moment to make sense of everything, to figure out her next steps. Lily. She wanted Lily. Of that she was sure. But a few explanations and proclamations couldn’t make up for the damage she’d done years ago.
When her phone rang, she picked it up quickly in case Lily was calling with news, but it was Nora’s name that flashed across the screen. Bennett hit answer. “Shouldn’t you be off fucking in a jungle or something?”
“Benny,” Nora said with the light, breezy air that had always come so naturally to her. “How I’ve missed you so.”
The water sloshed when she shifted in the tub to grab her wineglass. “I saw you less than a day ago. Bored of married life already?” 
“Never. I just wanted to check in and see how you’re doing in my absence. How is Lily? Have you heard from her?”
Bennett bit her lip and shifted her phone. “Her mom had an accident, but she’s okay. Lily’s at the hospital with her now.”
“And why aren’t you with her?” Bennett was surprised at the slightly frustrated tone laced through Nora’s words.
“Calm down, killer. I was with her last night. I got back to my apartment about an hour ago.”
“Good,” Nora said, like a mother happy to hear her child had made the right decision. “You better be there for her.”
“What are you talking about, Nora?” she asked, knowing exactly what Nora was talking about.
“Oh, come on,” Nora said so enthusiastically that Bennett could picture her perfectly, her nose scrunched in frustration. “When I walked into the room after the ceremony, I wondered if walking in five minutes later would have meant I had to walk right back out.”
Bennett doubled down. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She was hopeful about the future, but the idea of saying her wants out loud, even to her best friend, felt too big.
“Whatever. I’m just glad you pulled your head far enough out of your ass to be there for her.”
Bennett blanched. “I was. I mean, I am. Wait. Why are we talking about this?”
“I just want you to be happy.”
“You not telling me to pull my head out of my ass could be a good start on getting there,” Bennett said before she downed the remainder of her wine. 
“Benny, I love you, and most importantly, I’ve seen more life in you in the past few months than the last five years combined.” 
“I don’t need you to tell me that I’m happier now.” That Lily’s back in my life, she silently added.
“Oh, girl,” Nora drawled. “You could be the lead in Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”
“I didn’t realize they were holding auditions.”
Nora laughed loudly into the phone. “There’s my old bestie! Anyway, Antonio and I are getting ready to go out to dinner. Just wanted to check in and make sure you and Lily were okay.”
“Lily’s mom is going to be okay, which is the most important thing.”
“I’m just so happy you’re getting along with your future in-laws.” She could feel Nora’s smirk through the phone.
Bennett blushed, glad Nora wasn’t there to see it. “I hate you.”
“Okay, gotta go. Love you. Bye!” The call disconnected, Bennett left to wonder what the hell had just happened.
When her phone vibrated less than a minute later, she picked it up again, expecting another well-meaning text jab from her best friend. Her heart beat a little faster when she saw it was from Lily. I’m going to stay at my parents’ for a few days and help my dad until my mom gets out of the hospital, but I’m back home with him now. Thank you again, Bennett.
Bennett almost dropped her phone into the soapy water with how quickly her fingers moved to respond. Thanks for letting me spend the day with you and your family. Get some rest. I hope your sleep tonight lives up to the earth-shattering comfort that was today’s nap. Maybe it was too much, too fast to bring up, but any time her thoughts had roamed today, they found their way to Lily nestled in her arms and how good it had felt to hold her again.
She bit her lip and waited for a response, now almost certain she’d overstepped. When Lily’s text came through, she breathed a sigh of relief at the same time butterflies roared in her stomach. Count yourself lucky. You’re the only girl that’s ever made it into that bed with me.
Be still my heart, Bennett flirted back, aware of the dull throb beginning to build low in her body. I hope that means a follow-up nap is in order. Ya know... just to make sure it wasn’t a fluke.
We’ve shared a lot of beds. Do you think it was?
Why did things feel easier with the safety of distance and a screen between them? Part of her wished Lily was with her in person, but a bigger part knew she’d chicken out if she stared into Lily’s clear, honest eyes. She felt like she was twenty again, so unsure of herself and where things stood. No. It wasn’t.
I don’t think so either, Lily responded before texting again. I’m about to pass out. Have a good night, Bennett.
You too, Lily.
Bennett smiled as she brushed her teeth. She smiled again when she crawled into her bed. For a brief moment, she frowned when she realized she couldn’t hold Lily tonight, but the smile returned when she remembered, for the millionth time since it happened, their moment of closeness and connection today.
There was no big gesture to right the wrongs of the past. No sweeping apology that could magically make Lily trust her again. There was only proving to Lily that their lives were better when they tackled things together. That Lily would always be safe in Bennett’s arms, and she’d never again throw away the greatest gift she’d ever been given.
She turned off her light and rolled onto her side, running her hands along the empty side of the bed next to her. Now, all she had to do was hope Lily had come to the same conclusion.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Present Day
 
Lily sat down at a small, trendy restaurant in Williamsburg. She’d put on clean clothing today, although nothing close to the professional aesthetic of her normal workwear.  “I appreciate you schlepping over to Brooklyn.”
Sasha shook her head and stared at Lily a little harder than she was comfortable with. “Brooklyn has been trendy for at least a decade. I love how you act like you’re some kind of martyr for spending the week over here.” 
Six days, but who was counting. “My mom comes home from the hospital later today.”
“That’s great news.” Sasha smiled broadly and lifted her glass in cheers. Sasha had met Mrs. Connor on a number of occasions over the years, including a few holidays, and Lily knew her friend would be relieved that her mom’s recovery was on track. “Mama C is a tough one.”
Lily rolled her eyes. “You have no idea. She’s been going stir crazy in the hospital. I’m pretty sure she’s read every romance novel ever written.” Lily smiled. “It’s been really sweet, though. A bunch of people have been stopping by to visit with her. I had no idea she was such a social butterfly.”
“Clearly not a genetic trait,” Sasha said as she gestured toward Lily.
“That’s not fair. I’m more like my dad. We’re quiet and contemplative.” Yeah, that was it.
Sasha smirked. “Sure.”
“So, Sasha. What have you been doing in my absence? Making good use of your time?” A blush tinged Sasha’s cheeks, and Lily knew she’d struck gold. “Tell me.”
“I’ve been keeping busy. I’ve gone on a few more dates with Roger.”
Lily was triumphant. “I knew it!”
“I was going to tell you today anyway. I’m not weirdly secretive like you are.” The waiter dropped off their lunches, and Sasha took a large bite of her gnocchi before she continued. “Speaking of which, I’d just love to know more about your life.”
“What about my life? I’ve been in Brooklyn all week except to meet with wedding clients.”
“Have you seen Bennett again?” Lily had made the mistake of telling Sasha that Bennett had come to the hospital that first night, when she’d let her best friend know what was going on. She’d sensed from the moment they sat down that Sasha was waiting for the perfect chance to bring it up.
How did she say her next words without making them seem like a bigger deal than they were? Sasha looked at her expectantly, almost like she was embarrassed by Lily’s ineptitude to string a sentence together. “Bennett was over for dinner a few days ago with me and my dad.” Sasha smiled so brightly Lily wanted to walk away from the table. “Shut up, Sasha.”
“I didn’t say anything. And how’d that go? Bennett and Mr. C together in the same room?”
Lily blushed now, thinking about the strangely normal night they’d shared. “Apparently, they both like to play dominoes. Who under fifty knows how to play dominoes?” Bennett Burke. That’s who. “They played for hours until we drove my dad to the hospital to stay with my mom.” Sasha’s raised eyebrows told her more than words could. “It’s not like that. We’re friends,” Lily said as much to convince herself as Sasha at this point.
Sasha pouted. “I didn’t get a dinner invitation, and we’re friends.”
“It’s not like that,” she repeated like a broken record. “Bennett just has some free time right now since she’s not working, so she’s been helping out.”
“So, what did you guys do after dropping your Dad off?” Sasha’s tone dripped with innuendo. 
“Bennett took me back to the house.” No need to mention how they’d watched a movie, the tension so thick that Lily had wondered if she’d pass out from the heat that had enveloped her body with every tentative glance from Bennett. 
But Bennett hadn’t pushed anything and had left after the movie was over, leaving Lily more surprised than she’d thought possible. She’d let Lily know when she’d gotten back to Manhattan and they’d texted sporadically over the next few days, but her confidence was shaken.
“Lily...” She looked up to find Sasha’s attention trained on her. “Talk to me.”
“I don’t know what to say.” Wasn’t that the damn truth.
Sasha smiled reassuringly. “Do you think maybe there’s something more than friendship brewing between you two?”
Lily’s voice was quiet. “It’s such a bad idea, and we haven’t talked about anything. But...”
“But what?” Sasha asked after Lily stayed silent for a full ten seconds, wrestling with her thoughts.
“It’s a horrible idea.”
“Why?” 
“I really thought you’d be telling me to grab my passport and flee the country right now, Sasha. What’s changed?”
Sasha shrugged. “I don’t know. I heard about the fallout, but I never saw you two together the first time around. Now that I see you, it’s like...” Sasha flicked her wrist like she was waving a wand to materialize the words. She stilled her movements and smiled brightly. “I’ve got it. It’s like you two orbit one another. You’re caught in the same magnetic field.” Sasha frowned and tilted her head. “Or maybe you’re one another’s magnetic fields. Anyway, you two together is just,” Sasha blew a chef’s kiss, “magnifique.”
“You were the one who started calling her Bennett the Menace!” Lily accused, looking for a reason why following down this path was a horrible idea. She needed her brain to think it was because her body wholeheartedly disagreed with that sentiment.
Sasha laughed. “That was one of my better moments. But seriously, Lily. You were twenty-year-olds who met one another in a specific circumstance. It seems like she’s done a lot of growing as a person.”
“She had a fake boyfriend until a few months ago!”
“Well, her loss is my gain. It sounds like neither of you ever really moved on. She started making big strides when you came back into her life from what I can tell.”
“I just...” Lily’s words faltered. “I don’t know if I can go through it again. I fantasized for so long about running into her and telling her where she could shove it.”
Sasha lifted an eyebrow. “I’m going to forego a sex joke here because I know it’s not what you need, but it sounds like you want this.”
Lily took a deep breath and pushed the words that had been hanging on her lips out into the world. “I’m scared.”
“Have you told her that?”
“Why would I?” Lily bit back defensively.
“Because I’m hoping Bennett’s not the only one that’s matured over the years.” Sasha laughed like Lily’s whole life hadn’t been upended in the last few months. Like this was a perfectly normal conversation to have. Sasha held her hand up when Lily moved to speak. “Here’s a crazy thought. Why don’t you see where things go? Keep it casual.”
Lily shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Did Sasha even know what she was asking? “We didn’t really do casual well the first time around.”
“Well, here’s where we’re at, Lily. You want more with her, but you’re afraid to go for it. I think the only question left is whether you can walk away or not.”
“I’ll think about that,” Lily said angrily before she took a bite of her salad to clarify she was done with this conversation.
“Perfect,” Sasha said with a broad smile, unwilling to acknowledge Lily’s frustration. “Let me know when you do because if it’s on, Roger and I would love to double-date.”
Lily left lunch less than an hour later with a confusing amalgamation of love and frustration for her best friend. Sasha had made it sound so easy, like she and Bennett didn’t have a history that had set Lily on the path that had only amplified as time wore on. 
When the car dropped her off at the hospital, she did a double take when she saw Bennett standing outside next to her mom, who sat in a wheelchair near the exit. “What’s going on?” she asked, her voice high and uncertain. “Is something wrong?”
Her mother shooed her concern away. “Nonsense. Your father’s grabbing the car, and Bennett here was kind enough to keep me company.” 
Sasha’s words rang in her ears, but she was pretty sure people who casually dated didn’t come hang out when a parent was released from the hospital. “I didn’t realize you were stopping by.”
Bennett’s face fell, but she covered it so quickly that Lily was probably the only one to notice. “Well, I do owe your dad a game of dominoes.” Bennett leaned toward Lily’s mom and whispered conspiratorially, “He’s really mad because I whooped him a few days ago.”
Her dad pulled up to the entrance moments later. “Don’t be spreading lies about me, Bennett,” he yelled out the open window.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Mr. Connor,” Bennett said as she beamed a smile that Lily felt through her entire body, even though it wasn’t directed at her. They coordinated to get her mother safely in the car, and Bennett hopped into the car with them. 
“Oh, you’re coming with us?” Lily asked as she buckled her seatbelt.
“Um...” Bennett lowered her voice and leaned across the middle seat. “Sorry. I’d been texting with your mom earlier this week, and she told me about getting released from the clink. I’ll head back to the city as soon as we get her back to your house.” Bennett dropped her eyes and then met Lily’s stare again. “I didn’t mean to overstep any boundaries.”
Boundaries? What were those? Lily was already imagining the Connor family Christmas card next year with Bennett added in. Why did her parents love Bennett so much? Probably the same reasons Lily did, although it was almost embarrassing how much everyone was enamored with her. Who knew how hard it would be to say no to sweet, attentive, funny, and smart, all wrapped up in one gorgeous package? “It’s sweet. Thank you. At this point, I’m not sure if you’re part of my mother’s gaggle of admirers or if she’s part of yours.”
Bennett brushed her fingers lightly across Lily’s knuckles. “Are you calling yourself an admirer of mine?”
Lily took a deep breath as Bennett’s touch zigzagged across her body, and tried not to lose her resolve. “Not tonight since it’s my mom’s first night home, but tomorrow, would it be okay if I came over so that we could talk?”
There was concern in Bennett’s eyes, and she moved her hand to rest it across her lap. “Yeah. I’ll text you my address,” she said as they pulled up in front of Lily’s parents’ house. 
Bennett hopped out when they came to a stop, her phone already in hand to call a car back to Manhattan. She walked around and helped Lily’s mom from her spot in the passenger’s seat. “Mrs. Connor, I am so happy you’re home.”
Lily’s mom kissed Bennett’s cheek and hugged her as much as her broken ribs would allow. “Thank you, Bennett. I don’t expect this to be the last time I see you.”
“No, ma’am,” Bennett answered shyly. Her long legs fidgeted in place on the sidewalk, and she looked anywhere except at Lily.
“No dominoes rematch?” Lily’s dad asked gruffly as he held out his arm for her mom to take.
“Sorry, Mr. Connor. Rain check, though? I just wanted to stop by today and make sure Mrs. Connor’s release from the hospital went well.” Bennett’s car pulled up along the curb when Lily’s parents were a few feet from the front door. Lily turned back toward her to say something, but Bennett smiled and stopped her. “Go help your parents. I’ll text you my address.”
When Bennett opened the car door to hop inside, Lily knew if she waited another second she’d miss her chance. “Thanks, Bennett. Really.”
“Always.” Bennett smiled and dipped into the vehicle, and she had the strangest, most uncomfortable sensation that Bennett had taken her heart as the car drove down their small side street and disappeared around the corner.
Lily turned around quickly to beat her parents to the front door and help her mom inside, welcoming the distraction of being needed.
 
***
 
Lily had decided to stay close to her parents the second night her mother was home from the hospital, so Bennett was left to agonize about their impending conversation for an extra day. That damn cat was right—curiosity was a dangerous thing. On the positive side, her apartment was absolutely pristine, and she’d discovered almost an entire pack worth of hair ties in various nooks and crannies.
Right on time, albeit a day later than originally planned, her intercom buzzed. She ran her hands down her linen shirt and tried not to pace back and forth across her living room as she waited for the knock on the door. She had so many questions, and none of them could be answered until the second person required to have a full conversation arrived.
Bennett was so close to the entrance that Lily’s arm was still extended outward to knock again when she swung the door open. 
“Hi,” Lily said as her lips turned upward in a small, surprised smile. She looked gorgeous, and Bennett tried to remember how to speak. Her hair was tousled, and she wore a simple V-neck T-shirt and jeans with a thin jacket layered on top. Bennett had been very, very attracted to the Lily from their youth, but this Lily was all grown up in a way that made it difficult for Bennett to stay tethered to reality when Lily focused on her. “I brought a bottle of wine,” Lily said, extending the bottle outward. Wine was good. Maybe. Did wine signal bad conversations? Bennett groaned inwardly. If it did, she might never be able to drink it again, which would put a serious cramp in the wallowing she’d need to do if the conversation didn’t go well.
“Thank you.” She took the bottle from Lily’s hands, unable to stop the flutter in her stomach as their fingertips brushed. She needed to stay focused. “Come in.” She stepped to the side and allowed Lily to move from the hallway into the two-bedroom open concept of her loft apartment.
“Nice place.” Lily stepped inside but didn’t meander, her hands clasped in front of her as she scanned the room.
Bennett laughed too loudly and willed the butterflies away. “Are you surprised?”
Lily shrugged. “Money can’t buy class, but there’s a thoughtful aesthetic you’ve put together. Modern mixed with more traditional. It’s nice. Inviting even.” It’s exactly what Bennett had been going for as she’d added pieces over the years. Damn Lily Connor for having her number when it came to absolutely everything.
“I forget you look at design concepts all day.” Bennett walked over to the butcher’s block countertop that created a partition between the kitchen and living room. “Would you like a glass of wine?”
“Sure.” Lily stepped over to the counter and ran her hand against the smooth grain of the wood. Bennett was mesmerized watching Lily push her fingers into it while she waited for a glass to nestle between them.
Might as well get on with it, Bennett thought, even if her stomach might drop from her body at any second. “Nervous?”
Lily raised an eyebrow, locking eyes intensely with Bennett. “What makes you say that?”
“You’re running your hand along the counter. You always used to do that when you were nervous.”
Lily took a sip from the glass that Bennett had just handed her, the moment stretching out between them. “Maybe confused is a better word.”
Bennett moved around the edge so that they stood across from one another, her hip pushing into the countertop. “Confused about what? I assume it has to do with whatever you want to talk about.” Lily nodded but didn’t speak, the seconds like a lifetime. Bennett placed her fingers against Lily’s forearm. “Lily, what’s going on?”
Lily cleared her throat and righted her posture, like this was a business meeting. Bennett hated the formality, but she wanted Lily to be able to get through whatever she needed to say, and this seemed to make her feel more protected. The words came out carefully. “I think it’s pretty clear that there’s still some attraction between us.”
Hope sprawled wild through Bennett’s body, but she tried not to lose herself to the sensation. She mirrored Lily’s posture and took another quick sip of wine. It was much more than just attraction for her. So much more. “Yes.”
“And I never, never thought I’d be in a place to want to act on that with you again.” 
Bennett shifted uncomfortably with the honesty. The words were far kinder than those she actually deserved. “That’s fair.” 
“So, where does that leave things? I can’t go all in, Bennett. I just can’t.”
Bennett would have agreed to be a long-distance pen pal if that’s what Lily needed. “I know. Let’s...” She ran a hand through her hair and willed her voice not to falter. “Let’s talk about what you can do. How about that?” Bennett held her breath, looking for any sign on Lily’s face that this wasn’t how their story would end.
Lily’s lips twitched before they cracked into a smile. “I can do casual. Dinners and flirty texts and just getting to know one another again.”
Bennett was smiling so wide that her face hurt. “I feel like maybe you’ve given this a little more thought than you want to let on.”
“Are you really teasing me right now?”
“You’re absolutely right.”
The words had barely left Bennett’s mouth when Lily pushed forward and kissed her gently. Her lips tasted sweet, and they were so soft that Bennett worried she was going to moan out loud. Lily seemed to be more in control of her actions than Bennett was, and she leaned back instead of deepening the kiss, her eyes bright. 
“What was that for?” Bennett asked when she finally remembered how to speak, even if all she wanted to do was pull Lily close to her and kiss her again.
“That was for you being so great with my parents this past week.”
“I wasn’t doing that to get in your pants.”
Lily smiled and ran her fingers down Bennett’s forearm, electricity sparking across her skin in Lily’s wake. “I know, which is why you got a kiss at all. From here on out, it’s new and casual and light.”
There was a part of Bennett that worried it was a lie to agree to something she didn’t know she could maintain, just like the last time they’d been together, but really, what was the alternative? She cupped her hand at Lily’s jawline and leaned forward to place a chaste kiss on her lips. “Casual and light.” Bennett nodded resolutely. “Got it. But to be fair, isn’t modern, casual dating hooking up and then running out before sunup?”
“You wish.” Lily stared at Bennett deeply, almost like she was considering foregoing her own rules before she looked down at her watch and sighed. “I’ve gotta head back to Brooklyn.” Bennett pouted. She thought Lily would be staying longer, caught off guard by how much this news upset her. “Oh my god. You look pathetic right now,” Lily said as she ghosted her thumb across Bennett’s bottom lip.
“I never did have a good poker face where you were concerned.” Bennett followed like a lost puppy as Lily moved toward the door. “See you again soon?” she asked hopefully.
Lily bit at the edge of her lip, and it was about the sexiest thing Bennett had ever seen. “Definitely,” Lily answered with a smile as she turned and headed toward the elevator.
 
***
 
Lily was exhausted for more reasons than she could count on her fingers. Staying with her parents again took at least ten, and she was surprised at how difficult it was to assimilate into her old home given she had lived there for most of her life. Apparently, she was becoming attuned to the fact people changed. Her parents talked more loudly these days, and her mother, while amenable to Lily’s gentle offers of support, was still as independent as ever, which Lily hadn’t really noticed growing up. So maybe that one wasn’t her parents changing, but rather her changing and finally seeing them as autonomous beings with lives of their own. Her mom hated being taken care of, but it couldn’t really be helped. Her dad was doing his part to be as helpful as possible, but there were still gaps. 
Worrying about their future took at least another five fingers, and she hadn’t even gotten to the elephant-shaped hand in the room. Bennett. Since they’d talked at Bennett’s apartment, she’d had more than one sleepless night wondering if she was making a mistake. 
People shouldn’t go backwards. That simple mantra had propelled her into moving out, finding a new job, and cutting off dating prospects at the first sign of incompatibility. And now, here she was, demolishing her cornerstone, hoping everything else she’d built above it wouldn’t crumble. But she wanted to do it, and it was so rare that she indulged in ideas with possibly catastrophic implications. 
And then there was her impending date with Bennett, set for a few days from now, which she could barely deal with thinking about. For as much as she tried, she wasn’t made of stone. They’d texted a few times every day, but she tried to not go too deep with anything, to protect what little shred of control she had left in the situation.
This particular internal battle was revving up as her mother hobbled into the kitchen from the living room location Lily had very specifically made her promise she’d stay in. “Mom!” She ran around the kitchen counter and met her mother just as she crossed the doorway.
Her mother waved her off. “I’m not porcelain, Lily. Do you want me to atrophy?” she said, like the conversation was finished.
“I’d prefer you get better before you get worse,” Lily answered in a pained voice. 
“I have appointments with the doctors set up and physical therapy is scheduled to begin soon. Really, you don’t need to stay here.”
Lily lifted an eyebrow as she helped her mother into a chair at the kitchen table. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”
Her mother’s determined stare softened, but Lily didn’t know if it was because the pain had abated when she sat down or if she was sorry for her words. “I just don’t want you to think you need to cluck about me like a mother hen.”
“I want to help.”
“I know, sweetie. It was a silly accident, but I’ll be fine. You heard the doctor. If I hadn’t been so strong, it could have been far worse.” Part of Lily thought they only told her mother that to humor her, but she kept that opinion inside.
“I know what the doctor said,” Lily responded as she moved back to the counter to continue making lunch, a pot pie recipe that had been in her family for generations.
Her mother ran her hands against the placemat on the table, smoothing it out and setting Lily on edge. “Do you think you are spending so much time here to maybe avoid anything else?”
Lily’s stomach dropped. She could mean anything. “Absolutely not.”
“I’m surprised Bennett hasn’t stopped by again.” Well, that answered that question. 
“It was very nice for Bennett to be around when you were in the hospital, but she has her own life.”
“And you don’t?”
“I’ve met with clients the past week. It’s not like I’ve been shirking my responsibilities.” And it was true. Lily had met with a few new clients as well as continued with her scheduled appointments in spite of her self-appointed role as family caretaker. And she’d gone to meet Bennett, but she wasn’t mentioning that.
“Your father is very distraught he hasn’t been able to redeem himself at dominoes.” Sure. 
“If you want to say something, you should just say it.” Her mother’s injuries be damned, they may as well get this over with.
“I just think you two are nice together.”
Lily continued to mix the dough she was making for the chicken pot pie so viciously she wondered if it would be edible. “She’s a nice person. That doesn’t mean we should be together. Also, you don’t even know what type of person she’s into.”
She chanced a look at her mom who was already staring intently back at her. “I don’t know, five-six, brunette, slightly introverted, family-oriented. Am I close?”
A blush that Lily thought might cause her to pass out overtook her body, and she forced herself to stop mixing the dough and put her hands down on the counter. “Good one.”
“Sweetie.” She found her mother’s stare again, love in her eyes and so clearly intent on giving her opinion. “I won’t meddle anymore. I know it’s your life to live, but she’s a great person. She was there for you every step of the way.”
Lily felt suddenly overwhelmed with her mother’s words. She hated how simple she made it all sound. Why was everyone laying the situation out like it wasn’t a messy ball of yarn that would take years to unravel properly? “It’s not that simple.”
“It never is. She’s your friend, right?” Lily looked like a deer caught in headlights until her mother continued. “The one you were mentioning a while back? You said her family didn’t really accept her.”
“Did she say something to you?” Bennett’s life was hers to share if she wanted, but Lily couldn’t lie that she would have been surprised if Bennett had spilled her life story to her mom.
“I asked how she could be around, and she just mentioned she was taking some time off from her family’s company. While family can be stressful, I got the sense it was more than that.”
“Her parents don’t seem like nice people.” Lily left it there, allowing her mom to fill in the blanks.
“I’m sure that’s hard, and it makes it all the more special what a fantastic person she’s become. She didn’t miss an opportunity to tell me what a great job you did with her friend’s wedding. I would even go so far to use the word ‘raving’ to describe it.”
Lily had thought she needed to have this conversation to put her mother’s inquisition to rest, but she’d only gotten in deeper. “That’s nice of her,” she deflected.
As if her mom had finally picked up on her absolute mortification, she changed her tone. “Well, please tell her she’s welcome here for dinner any time. Whatever you two are or aren’t, she’s a great girl.”
Lily didn’t know if easy and casual had a place within a newfound group of friends, much less with invitations to family dinner. “I’ll tell her.” Lily hoped it wasn’t a lie, but the borders of her life had already blurred so much.
One of the two hardest parts of all this was that when she was with Bennett, exactly like her mother and Sasha had implied, it did seem so easy and possible. The other hardest part, because her life was ruled by competing absolutes, was that when they weren’t together, she was plagued with doubt and indecision, drowning under the uncomfortable weight of her feelings.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Present Day
 
Lily had dated since Bennett, not that you could tell from her current behavior. She’d tried on at least five different outfits because she didn’t know what to wear, mostly because she didn’t know what she wanted to project. She wasn’t completely incompetent in the world of meeting women, but it was easier when she was up-front about what she was looking for, which was not a relationship. Her lack of enthusiasm for clubs and drunken revelry made meeting people out unlikely, but dating apps had served her well, her profile clearly indicating she wasn’t looking for a relationship.
So the real question was, what was she looking for with Bennett? That was the difficult question tumbling around her mind as she grabbed a car to their agreed-upon location, a restaurant in Chelsea with great reviews and ambient-but-not-too-romantic lighting, a place Bennett had suggested.
Before heading in, she gave her hair one last smooth down. Her wavy locks never wanted to stay in place for long, especially in the summer months. She’d settled on a soft V-neck shirt and black jeans, refusing to get too dressed up for the occasion. 
Lily walked into the restaurant and gave her name at the host station, unsure if Bennett had arrived yet. She knew Bennett wouldn’t stand her up. That was the only thing she was sure of. Bennett had been the perfect balance of attentive yet giving Lily space to take care of her parents, checking in occasionally but not smothering her with the same claustrophobic confusion that plagued Lily’s own thoughts. 
When the host showed her to the table, situated near a corner and bathed in soft light, she saw Bennett already seated. She stood quickly, which would have made it more awkward if Lily had dropped to her knees, which was her first reaction. It wasn’t just because Lily wanted to devour her whole, which was absolutely true as she took in Bennett’s wrap dress that hugged her body like she’d been poured into it. It was something more difficult to put her finger on. Was it the way Bennett’s hair flowed in soft curls around her shoulders? Or the way her makeup was natural but still accentuated her eyes and lips, like it had been brushed on by the hand of god? Or maybe, it was how her tanned arms hung softly at her sides, completely exposed in her sleeveless dress, arms that had enveloped Lily more recently than she was prepared to deal with.
Whatever it was, the visual aesthetic sent Lily’s heart into overdrive. Her stomach tightened and her posture stiffened, but she forced herself to sit down across from Bennett without running from the room. 
“Hi,” Bennett said, her eyes alight. Lily noticed she sat up a little straighter than she’d been before Lily had approached the table.
“Hey, yourself.” Smooth, Connor. How a woman had ever gone home with her was seriously up for debate.
“Have you been here before?” Bennett asked before she took a sip of water, probably to give Lily time to catch her breath.
“I haven’t. Have you?” Lily looked down at the menu, but it may as well have been in another language for as much as she could focus.
“Once.” Lily’s eyes lifted to meet Bennett’s, and she continued quickly. “With Nora. It’s kind of her thing. Finding good restaurants and dragging me along.”
Lily took a deep breath and tried to remember what normal conversation felt like. Why was everything so hard right now? “I mean, she did hire Diane as a wedding planner, so she must have excellent taste.”
The corner of Bennett’s lips tugged upward. “And you, by proxy.” Lily opened her mouth, then closed it again. Bennett seemed to sense her unease. “Talk to me.”
She’d always tried to live her life honestly, even if it wasn’t helpful sometimes. She bit her lip and considered her words before speaking. “I don’t quite know how to act.”
Bennett arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow and worked to temper her smile. “How so?”
“Well...” Heat wound through Lily’s body as she tried to force the words out. “First dates are about getting to know someone, the mundane, the basic questions. I feel like I kinda already know those things.”
Bennett’s eyebrow arched further, almost like a challenge. “Is that so?”
Lily laughed nervously and stuck her arm out, almost knocking her glass of water over and catching it before it tumbled on its side. She breathed deeply. She was a goddamn professional and, more importantly, not some lovestruck teenager. “I just don’t know how this is supposed to work.”
“I don’t think it’s supposed to be anything,” Bennett countered with so much assuredness that Lily felt the words through her body.
“I just do better with plans.”
She could tell Bennett wanted to smile but was resisting the urge. “So, you want to make rules?” Bennett’s eyes were playful, but her words were serious.
It was the question Lily didn’t realize she’d needed to be asked. “Yes. I mean, it’s kind of silly if we dredge up things we’ve already talked about in the past, but I can’t pretend that I don’t know certain things about you.”
“Like what?”
Like the sounds you make when you come. Lily cleared her throat. “You know, like where you went to school, what you do for a living, your friends. Stuff like that.”
Bennett smiled, but her eyes seemed guarded. “And you’re confident that’s it? That’s all there is to know about me?”
“No.” Lily tried to backtrack. She didn’t quite understand what she wanted herself. “I just don’t really know where things stand.”
A leg brushed against hers under the table, Bennett’s face not giving anything away. “They stand where we stand.”
It was the moment of truth, even though Lily had set the initial rules of engagement when she’d agreed to the date. “And where do we stand?” Lily asked as she moved her leg closer to Bennett, trying to hide the tremble in her body with the connection.
Bennett smiled as a waiter dropped off a bottle of sparkling wine, pouring them each a glass before he placed it inside an ice bucket at the side of the table and slipped away like he’d never been there. “I don’t know that we can make an exhaustive list of do’s and don’ts, but if we veer into something you don’t want to discuss, why don’t you let me know?”
Lily breathed, like it was the first time she’d ever done it. The feeling of air rattling through her body was jarring instead of calming. “I can do that.”
Bennett took a sip of her sparkling wine. “So, how’s your mom?”
Her body relaxed against her chair. She’d forgotten it had a back after sitting stiffly for so long. “She’s good. Mad I’m doting on her, but I did move back to my own apartment yesterday.”
“I’m sure she appreciates it, even if it’s hard for her.”
“She asked about you.”
“That’s sweet of her,” Bennett answered without pushing the conversation.
“If she has your number, I’m surprised she hasn’t texted you herself.”
Bennett smiled like a kid with a secret. “Well...”
“Please don’t tell me you and my mom have been texting.”
“No. Your dad and I have been playing Scrabble.” She put her hands up quickly. “I can stop. I just showed him the app at the hospital, and he said something about ‘not trusting machines’ so I started a game with him to instill confidence.”
Lily was surprised when a laugh tumbled from her lips. “I’m going to kill him. He pretends like he doesn’t even know how to text.”
“But seriously, I can stop. I don’t want to overstep.”
It wasn’t even a question. “No. You should play Scrabble to your heart’s content.” 
Bennett looked sad for a moment, a depth flickering behind her eyes that was more than the result of simple banter. “It’s selfish, but it’s been nice.”
“What has?” Lily took a sip of wine and finally made herself look at the menu, now, thankfully, closer to resembling a language she understood. 
Bennett looked slightly embarrassed. “Hanging with your parents.” Lily looked up then, and saw Bennett’s eyes full and sad, with so much emotion percolating below the surface. She was an idiot. Of course Bennett liked hanging out with parents, who weren’t assholes, and she felt like the worst type of person for trying to keep them separate.
Lily smiled sincerely and said, “You can borrow them any time you want,” and she meant every word.
“Thank you,” Bennett responded, her voice full before she looked down at her menu. “So, what are you thinking for dinner?”
They spent the next hour together, chatting about the present and keeping things light. Bennett filled Lily in on Nora and Antonio’s honeymoon, which was in full swing, and Lily talked about some of the upcoming weddings she was planning. It was strangely comfortable, even if she was hit with awkward pangs of nostalgia as they slipped back into easy conversation and intense eye contact that made Lily’s breath hitch in her throat.
By the time they got the check, which Bennett insisted on paying, heat pooled between her legs with each word that slipped from Bennett’s full lips. It had always been this way for Lily, a deep, intense attraction that her body felt in spite of the doubts and worries.
“Thank you for coming to dinner,” Bennett said, almost shyly. It was hard to believe her earnestness given she looked like sex wrapped up in human form.
Lily willed her voice to come out evenly. “Nightcap?”
Bennett’s face was a mixture of surprise and desire. “Did you have a place in mind?”
“Your apartment’s closer,” Lily said with a slight shrug, although her shoulders shook gently after she lowered them again.
“Yes.” Bennett’s agreement came so quickly that Lily almost laughed, but her own desire stopped her from changing the momentum of the charged moment.
It took less than fifteen minutes to make it safely inside Bennett’s apartment. Bennett flipped on a light switch that bathed the front entry in a glow, but kept the rest of the apartment dark. 
“I really do love your place,” Lily said, braver than her last visit as she wandered around the space and into the living room.
Bennett moved over to the kitchen and stood next to a wine rack near the edge. “Do you want a drink?”
“No.” Bennett’s eyes found hers across the room, and Lily could see the desire from ten feet away, inked across Bennett’s face like a tattoo. “I think you should come over here.” Bennett complied immediately and walked across the room in a few purposeful steps so that she stood in front of Lily. 
All Lily could think about was how Bennett’s lips had felt the last time they kissed. It had been torturous to stare at them all through dinner, and she wanted to feel her again. She leaned forward and kissed Bennett lightly, standing up on her toes to get a better angle. And with that single kiss, a fire ignited in Lily’s body, deep and consuming as she shifted her face for more contact. She wanted to touch Bennett, to taste her everywhere. 
When Lily moved her lips to Bennett’s neck, she could feel Bennett’s quick, uneven heartbeat, and she sucked gently at her pulse point, loving the smoothness of her skin. “Lily,” Bennett breathed into the room as her hands came up to Lily’s hips, her fingertips scratching against Lily’s shirt. 
“Where is your bedroom?” Lily asked against her skin, encouraged when she felt Bennett’s body tremble under her words.
 
***
 
The scenarios Bennett had imagined in her mind were nothing compared to how Lily’s lips felt against her skin. How she felt when she dug her hands into Lily’s hips and anchored her in place. And Lily’s voice. God. Bennett was practically a puddle of want, barely registering Lily’s question. When she did, her stomach dropped and she forgot how to breathe, but she grabbed Lily by the hand and led her down a hallway to the room at the end.
Bennett grew uncertain when they stepped inside, like the moment would break and Lily would realize this was a mistake. The intensity of her want washed over her like a crashing wave as Lily stood in front of her and ran her fingers along the hem of Bennett’s dress. 
“This is a great dress,” Lily said as she continued to pluck at the edges, slowly working the fabric upward. When Lily’s hands slid around her thighs and pushed into her skin, she wondered if she’d come apart then, with such a simple touch.
“The greatest.” It was all Bennett could manage given she barely knew how to exist right now. She wondered if Lily felt the same and was unwilling to consider her devastation if she didn’t.
“It’s really fucking sexy,” Lily said as she dropped down to her knees in front of Bennett. Her stomach tumbled and her hand came around to wrap in Lily’s hair. She was worried Lily would float away, that this was some dream that couldn’t possibly be real. But then Lily pushed her dress farther up her thighs, and she knew there was no way she could imagine something this sexy. 
Lily’s hands moved slowly, exploring her skin as she continued to trace languid patterns with her fingers, the dress inching up until it stayed in place around her hips. When she felt Lily’s breath against the divot of her stomach, just above her underwear, she tensed, bracing for an impact that might destroy her.
She’d made herself forget how good Lily was in bed, or at whatever they were doing, since they hadn’t yet made it to the bed. It had only hurt to remember times like this, but a flood of memories came crashing back as Lily licked and nipped against the plane of her stomach with alternating intensity.
“Can I take these off?” She looked down to see Lily staring up at her, eyes hooded with want, her lips slightly wet. 
“Yes,” Bennett breathed, trying to maintain some sense of control in her body. 
Lily’s fingers slipped against the lace and pulled excruciatingly slowly. When Bennett felt air against her center, she barely had time to consider the change before Lily dipped her head and bit gently at Bennett’s inner thigh. Her legs trembled. All she could think about was Lily giving her what she needed, a release that had been building for too long.
“What do you want?” Lily asked softly against her thigh, her lips like fire against Bennett’s skin. It took her back to their first time, when Lily had asked her the same thing. When a world of possibilities had opened up between them that was about so much more than sex.
Even after all these years, with Lily, her answer was still the same. “I want you to touch me. I want to touch you.” And there were a million more unspoken words that had been there the first time, too. I want you to love me. I want to love you. I want you to know that you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I want to be the best thing that’s ever happened to you. She flexed her fingers against Lily’s neck to get her attention. When Lily looked up at her, she wondered if what she would say next would be a horrible mistake, but she did it anyway. “I need to touch you, too. Please.” The words were little more than a whisper, but she pulled gently at the hair at the nape of Lily’s neck to draw her upward.
Lily rose from her knees, and the slow, excruciating burn in Bennett’s body ignited. She kissed Lily as she moved them both toward the bed, their limbs crashing together as they vied for dominance over the situation, over one another. 
There wasn’t enough skin she could touch or enough air in the room. She could barely breathe when they made it to the bed, and Lily pushed her down against the plush comforter but didn’t get into the bed. Lily’s eyes were sharp, and she smiled like she knew exactly what she was doing as she slowly shed her shirt before unbuttoning her pants and removing those, too. “You want to touch me?” Lily asked, still standing at the end of the bed as she ran her fingers across her stomach. Bennett nodded, and Lily shifted her fingers down to remove her underwear. Her movements were slow and sensual, and she took her time before she reached up to unclasp her bra. 
Bennett’s eyes had trouble taking it all in, savoring the moment when all she wanted was to make Lily unravel. For them to fall apart together in one another’s arms. “Lily, please.” She knew she was begging, but she didn’t care. Honestly, it was really fucking hot, and she wanted to say her name over and over for as long as she could, as a deep moan, a soft whisper, a strangled sigh. “Please,” she begged again, searching Lily’s face.
Lily smiled and crawled on top of her, and Bennett didn’t know if she’d ever felt something so comfortable yet volatile, like she was in a suspended state of being. Their hips connected, and Lily pushed her back against the mattress, their bodies molding together. A hiss escaped Lily’s lips, and Bennett knew then that she felt it, too, the chaotic frenzy of this moment between them.
“You feel so good,” Lily said, pushing her hips down, one of her hands coming up to rest around Bennett’s neck. And then Lily kissed her, so hard and so quickly that Bennett lost all sense of existence, unable to focus on anything but Lily’s tongue and how her body pressed into her so perfectly.
Lily slipped her hand between them and stroked gently at Bennett’s center, a methodical pace that she mimicked with her tongue while she kissed her. She was already close, already tight with want. It took all the mental fortitude she possessed to take one of her hands digging into Lily’s back and move it around so she could repay the devastation being wrought on her body. To make her feel even half as much as Bennett felt right now. 
The wetness she discovered was more than she was prepared for, and she moaned loudly into the room. Lily slid a finger inside of her, and her back arched up to give Bennett more access. It didn’t take long for either of them, no more than a few purposeful strokes before the kisses turned to pants against one another’s skin, hot and wet and consuming as Bennett felt the pull in her center intensify. And when Lily slipped another finger in, Bennett crashed back down to earth in an orgasm that made her spasm, her fingers pushing hard into Lily’s center, and as she felt her walls clench around Bennett’s hand, Lily’s body tightened as she cried out into the room. 
It happened so fast that Bennett didn’t know what was real, but tiny pulses still fluttered through her body as Lily pulled her fingers out, and she looked down at Bennett intensely, a strange mixture of wonder and frustration on her face. 
“Are you okay?” Bennett asked, removing her own hand and pushing up to her elbows, Lily still on top of her.
Lily bit her lip and stumbled with her words a few times before she got the sentence out. “I’d almost hoped it wouldn’t be as good as I remembered.”
Bennett’s lips twitched. “And?” 
Lily groaned and dropped her body to nestle her head against Bennett’s sternum. “It was better,” she breathed into Bennett’s skin, Lily’s lips tickling against her chest.
Bennett shifted one of her arms to wrap around Lily, and she pulled her as close as their bodies would allow. “Is that a bad thing?” Her voice was uncertain, and she couldn’t stop the hurt and confusion laced through her question.
“It’s just...” Lily rolled over and scooted farther up the bed. She patted the space next to her for Bennett to follow. They rested with their heads on pillows. Lily was completely naked but surprisingly comfortable in her post-sex glow, and she reached out and played with a tendril of Bennett’s hair. “It just felt so easy.”
Bennett smiled, and she shifted her body toward Lily. “You were always easy.”
“If that wasn’t true, I might be more offended.” Lily bit her lip and ran her fingers along Bennett’s clavicle. “But it’s not like this with everyone.”
“We spent a lot of time together.” She searched Lily’s eyes for a sign of the depth of Lily’s true feelings, that this wasn’t just about slipping into something comfortable. That maybe it could be more one day. “I feel the same way, though.”
Lily rolled on top of her before she’d processed the movement, and Bennett instinctively brought her hands up to pull Lily’s hips into her. She slid her body against Bennett, and the want ignited easily as the dull throb morphed into a steady beat that threatened to overtake her again. “What I’m hearing is that we have some lost time to make up for?” 
“I guess that’s one way to look at it.” Bennett’s words were said into an empty space. Lily had already started shifting down her body, pushing her dress up in the opposite direction as she moved. 
Hours later, when Bennett had blown so far past casual that she no longer believed it to be a real word, she pulled Lily against her chest and held her. It felt more right than anything she’d ever felt. In spite of her tired limbs and her sated desire, her body was still on edge, not knowing where Lily stood. Attraction was one thing, and she was sure Lily felt that for her, but what Bennett felt in return was deep and consuming and made her want to build her life around it. It was love, and nothing had ever scared her so much.
 
*** 
 
Lily sat up in bed, the sun streaming through the tall windows in Bennett’s bedroom. She glanced down at her phone and checked the time. “Shit. Bennett, get up. We’re going to be late for brunch.” She hopped out of bed and focused her attention on Bennett, naked in the bed, finally beginning to stir.
“I don’t care.” Bennett rolled over and made an adorable sound to express her annoyance. “Come back to bed.” She smiled sleepily and rubbed her hand along the bunched-up fabric of the sheets.
Crawling back in bed was a tempting idea, but Lily didn’t let her mind go there. “Sasha will literally murder me.”
“That’s not true. She’s all gooey about Roger. I doubt she’ll even notice we’re missing.”
Lily searched around for her clothing, still unable to find her underwear. “If you get up now, we probably still have time to shower.”
Bennett’s eyes popped open. “We?”
“Yes. Come on. Get your butt out of bed.” By the time Lily got the words out, Bennett was already out of bed and halfway to the bathroom.
As the car pulled up in front of the brunch spot in Brooklyn, they were already thirty minutes late. Lily couldn’t blame Bennett, though. The shower idea had morphed into something else entirely, and Lily was surprised she could still walk with the exertion she’d put her thighs through.
“Why are we doing brunch in Brooklyn?” Bennett asked as they hopped out of the car. The small restaurant was situated near Prospect Park, and through the window, Trey, Tom, Sasha, and Roger were already seated at a table with two empty chairs, laughing and clinking their glasses to something. Bennett turned toward Lily and gestured through the window. “See, I told you. We aren’t even missed.”
“Sasha’s thinking about moving to Brooklyn, so she’s going to look at some houses after. She wanted to check out the neighborhood.” Bennett scrunched her nose, and Lily had to resist the urge to pull her into a kiss on the street. God, this was going to be complicated.
They moved inside and sat down quickly. There was no way their shared late arrival wouldn’t attract attention. “Morning,” Lily said brightly, smiling like she didn’t have a care in the world.
Sasha scanned her face critically, although everyone else at the table waved and continued carrying on with their conversations. “Good morning, Lily and Bennett. So nice that you both could make it.”
Lily shrugged her shoulders. “Traffic on the bridge.” 
She realized the mistake she’d made taking the empty seat next to Sasha, Bennett directly across from her now. “How economically efficient for you two to split a car,” Sasha whispered.
“You know me,” Lily said with a pained smile. “Always looking out for my budget. So, anyway...” She raised her voice to attract the attention of the group. “Sasha, tell us all about the neighborhoods you’re looking at. I’m just dying to know more.”
Sasha scowled at the interruption of her private moment of torture, but the rest of the group looked toward them. “Just seeing what’s out there. Roger’s going to come with me, but anyone else can tag along, too.”
Tom spoke up, he and Trey sitting on the opposite side of the table from Lily. “Honestly, if we could do it over, I’d have liked to buy in Brooklyn. Beautiful single-family homes with little yards. It really is great over here.”
Trey laughed and covered Tom’s hand with his own. “I love how you act like Brooklyn is a world away.”
“It seemed like it a few years ago, but so did a lot of things,” Tom responded warmly.
When she turned her attention, Bennett was looking at her across the table, a timid smile etched across her face. Tom and Bennett came from the same world, and if he and Trey could live happily together, maybe there was hope. She hadn’t asked about Bennett’s parents and Bennett hadn’t brought it up; it was one of those topics she was sure would be an unsafe conversation.
A woman approached the table and put her hand on Bennett’s shoulder. “Heya, stranger.”
Bennett shifted in her seat, and Lily stared at the back of her head. “Oh, Chelsea.” Bennett’s voice was higher than normal, her shoulders lifted in surprise, but they clearly knew one another.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt your brunch,” Chelsea said sweetly, although she didn’t seem very sorry. “I was here with some friends and on my way out. I was surprised to see you in Brooklyn not in running clothes, so I wanted to make sure it was really you.” Even if Lily couldn’t see Bennett’s expressions, she had a perfect view of Chelsea’s focus, which shifted quickly up Bennett’s body. A wave of jealousy washed over Lily that made her want to stomp her foot against the floor, but she chose instead to focus conspicuously on her menu. 
“I’m here with a few friends. Sasha,” Bennett said as she turned in her chair, “is checking out the neighborhood. Can’t very well live in a place without a good weekend brunch spot.” Bennett laughed, but now that she faced her again, Lily could see the slight tinge of Bennett’s cheeks.
“Totally. Well...” Chelsea placed her hand delicately on Bennett’s shoulder, like they were the only two people in the restaurant. “I know it’s been a bit, but I’d love to catch up soon. Text me?”
“Sure. I’ll do that.” With Bennett’s agreement, Chelsea squeezed her shoulder and waved at the table before disappearing out the door into the early afternoon sun. 
A black cloud had materialized above Lily’s head, even after Chelsea had left. She was surprised at her own indignation that Bennett had been out living her life how, and with whom, she wanted. Of course Bennett had been dating. Of course a woman would walk up to her in a group full of people and make her presence known to steal a few moments away. Bennett Burke had always been the most alluring creature Lily had ever set eyes on, and there was no reason not to think that every other woman in the world whose head turned at a pretty girl likely felt that way, too. Insecurity welled in Lily’s gut, and she took a large swig of her mimosa, polishing her glass off in a single gulp. Easy had never felt so hard.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Present Day
 
It was a strange sensation to walk down the hallway to the offices of Burke Enterprises, a walk Bennett had made so many times before. For years, she’d gotten up each morning and followed the same routine. Dressed for the part. Walked to a coffee shop a few blocks from her house before grabbing a car down to the office in Midtown. She’d lived for the last five years on autopilot, with nothing but a single focus in mind.
This morning, everything was different. She’d noticed the milieu on the streets as she headed into the coffee shop. She grabbed a flat white instead of a single origin drip. She allowed herself to bask in the attention of the barista who was overly friendly in a way she’d never noticed. It was the exact same experience she’d had so many times before, but she felt like she’d stepped through a portal into an eerily similar yet wildly different plane of existence. 
When she hit the entryway, the receptionist, Carol, greeted her with a warm smile. “Ms. Burke. So lovely to see you, and good morning.”
Bennett smiled and placed her coffee on the tall edge running above the welcome desk. “Bennett. It’s always been Bennett, Carol.”
“You never did have your father’s formality. Or your brother’s.” Like she’d said something wrong, Carol flicked her gaze to the computer screen and stared intently. “Is your keycard not working?”
Bennett really had no idea on that one. She hadn’t tried it since the night she’d walked out of her parents’ dinner, since she hadn’t stepped foot back inside the office. There hadn’t been any mementos for her to grab. Nothing that was Bennett, only things that echoed Burke Enterprises. Bennett cleared her throat. “I’m actually just here for a meeting, so I’ll need a visitor’s badge.”
Carol hit the button Bennett knew was positioned behind the desk as a door to her left clicked to unlock. “Nonsense. Go right in.” Carol smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Bennett. We’ve missed you around here.”
“You too, Carol. Thank you.” She walked through the door before it automatically locked again, easing quietly into the main office area. Small cubicles were situated throughout the center of the room with offices and a few conference rooms running along the walls on the right side. The left side had windows that presented a breathtaking view of the city from their floor, but the view from the office windows was even better, and she felt a strange pang that only a few people got to enjoy it instead of those who worked the hardest, their heads down most of the day poring over financial reports and business decisions.
Now wasn’t the time to get sentimental, and she willed the bubble in her chest away as she walked across the front of the offices. She rounded the corner and headed straight back to the last office, situated in the corner. Her father was expecting her—after all, he’d called the meeting—but she knocked anyway and waited for an answer.
“Come in.” 
She pushed the door open as she took a deep breath. Michael Burke could smell fear, and given she had no idea why she’d been called here, she didn’t want to give her apprehension away. “Morning.” 
“Good morning, Bennett. Please, have a seat,” her father said, gesturing toward the chair in front of his desk. While the rest of the offices were bright and airy, his was done in the decor of a bygone era. The furniture was dark wood with leather accents, and it made the room feel much smaller than it was. She could practically smell the cigar smoke, even though she knew it was one thing her father had conceded on with the changing times. 
He felt like a stranger to her, but then again, that had always been the case. They worked side by side every day and had lived in the same home, but she didn’t know him. She probably couldn’t even guess his favorite color. Then again, she assumed the same was true for him about her. 
“You wanted to meet?” Bennett asked, frustrated by the way her voice got slightly higher at the end of her question.
“I wanted to discuss your future.”
She kept her fingers out of view where he couldn’t notice how she picked at the edge of a hangnail. “What about it?”
“Are you ready to resume your old responsibilities?” He looked tired, maybe more tired than she’d ever seen him. Had his hair gotten more gray in just two months?
“I...” Years of conversations with business partners and customers had helped her develop a forthright and effective communication style, but she felt her words wither on her tongue. “That depends,” she pushed out.
Her father placed his hands on the desk. “On what?” 
Now or never. “On whether you have a problem with me being a lesbian and whether Donovan is still going to keep a job he’s wholly unqualified for.” 
Her father bristled, and Bennett wondered which part of her words upset him more. “Bennett,” he said sharply, but she didn’t fill the empty space with more words. They were in the air, heavy all around them, and she wasn’t budging. Seconds ticked by, punctuated by an antique clock in the room, but Bennett was resolved to not wilt under her father’s stare. Power was a funny thing. People always thought they could take it, but real power was given to those who deserved it. Real power was earned by doing the right thing and leading by example. “Your brother will remain in his position, but you will be his right hand.”
Bennett smirked, barely resisting the laugh that wanted to push out. “So, you mean everything stays exactly the same? I do all the work with none of the credit?”
“Donovan is well-liked and a good public figurehead.”
“Donovan is accepted and knows all the crude jokes the men at the golf course like to spit back and forth like they’re funny or original. That and being a public figurehead aren’t the same thing.”
“But you do understand that it would ruffle feathers. That you being at the helm would make things harder for the company.”
“I understand that nothing will change unless we change it.” Her father moved to speak, but she cut him off. “I also understand that one of your biggest clients recently signed with a competitor. I understand that although it’s been very hush-hush, news of Donovan’s incompetence has been shielded as much as possible but is still leaking out like a sieve. So tell me then, how is he not making things harder for the company?”
“His adjustment to the role makes sense. Assuming new responsibility while losing a member of the team makes for a less-than-seamless transition.” Her father’s tone was strained, like adjusting was the least of his issues with Donovan right now.
“You really don’t see it?”
“See what?” 
Bennett searched his eyes, but he really was oblivious to his own blindness. “You will bend your words backwards, forwards, and under to justify Donovan’s position in this role in order to not upset the status quo. No matter what I do or how much I prove myself it won’t matter.”
“I’ve already told you your contributions are valued.”
“Valued at a lower weight.” Bennett shook her head back and forth. “I really can’t believe I thought something positive could come out of this conversation.” She stood from her chair. “If you want to have a conversation as my father about loving his daughter for who she is, you can call me. But I am officially resigning from Burke Enterprises, effective immediately.”
Her father didn’t stand, his hands clenched hard against the top of his desk. “You’re making a mistake, Bennett. What will you do? Your whole professional career is tied to Burke Enterprises.”
“Well, then it’s a good thing I’m getting out before Donovan does any more damage to the company name. If our roles were reversed, you would never take this deal. If there’s anything good that can come out of this, it’s that you’ve taught me well. Bye, Dad.” She turned sharply and headed out the door before her legs crumpled beneath her.
As she sat in the car on her way back to her apartment, she texted Lily to see if she’d be free that night.
 
***
 
Sleep threatened to overtake Lily as she moved through the last few meetings on her schedule. Diane had officially separated herself from the day-to-day activities of Southerland Wedding Company, an event that was inconveniently timed given the wave of referrals coming in as a result of Nora’s wedding weeks ago. Between coordinating with caterers, florists, DJs, photographers, and a whole other list of separate professionals who provided more eclectic wedding experiences, Lily was finding it hard to keep up. 
She needed to hire someone to help her, but getting qualified applicants and scheduling interviews was another to-do that she didn’t have time for on her growing list. She pushed the thoughts away and knocked on the door to Bennett’s apartment. She’d almost cancelled tonight after a bride and groom had gotten in a fight over seating arrangements and a florist had confirmed that flowers that were promised to be ready for an upcoming wedding wouldn’t be available anymore. All she wanted was a glass of wine and to curl up on a sofa and relax.
But spending time with Bennett didn’t feel like a chore, and she knew that cancelling wouldn’t help her have a good night. Being with Bennett again was strangely comfortable, and all she wanted to do was sink into that feeling like she wanted to sink into the sofa.
Bennett answered the door, her hair tied up in a messy bun, wearing an incredibly cliché apron that said “Kiss the Chef” that made Lily want to do just that. Her exhaustion evaporated when Bennett beamed a lopsided smile at her and stepped to the side. “Hi,” she said lightly, bouncing from foot to foot.
Lily didn’t kiss her when she entered the apartment, but the domesticity of the moment hung in the room. Bennett looked relaxed and comfortable as she slipped back into the kitchen and continued preparing dinner. 
“You didn’t have to cook,” Lily said, dropping her bag at the entry and following Bennett into the kitchen.
“Had you wanted to go out? Sorry,” Bennett said, slightly sheepish as she popped a pan in the oven and shut the door with her hip in a way that Lily found annoyingly cute. “I should have asked.”
Lily’s lips twitched, and she tried not to smile. “When have I ever wanted to go out when staying at home was an option?”
“Fair point. Do you want a glass of wine? I just put the lasagna in the oven, so it will be a little while until dinner.”
“Wine sounds amazing. Thank you. Can I help with anything?”
“No help needed,” Bennett answered as she poured Lily a glass from the bottle of red already open. She walked around instead of handing it over the counter and stood in front of where Lily sat on a bar chair. “Here you go.” Bennett handed the glass over at the same time she dipped her head and captured Lily’s lips in a sweet, quick kiss.
Heat sprawled through Lily’s body, and she leaned in and wrapped her free hand around Bennett’s neck to pull her back in. No amount of alcohol or comfortable seating compared to how Bennett’s mouth felt against her own. Lily deepened the kiss and slid her tongue along Bennett’s lower lip, asking for entry. She managed to put her glass safely on the counter and wrapped her other hand around Bennett’s hips to pull her between her legs.
The heat intensified, settling against the places where her body and Bennett’s connected, like they were melting together. Bennett bit playfully at Lily’s lower lip and began to kiss across her jawline. Lily’s stomach coiled when Bennett spoke. “Dinner won’t be done for about an hour, so we have some time...”
Lily exhaled and stood up, making them even closer than when Bennett had been nestled between her legs. “Are you going to keep the apron on?” she asked. She ran her hands down Bennett’s sides, pushing against the light fabric of her white T-shirt. She heard Bennett’s breath hitch, but she didn’t answer her. Lily bit her bottom lip, wet from their unexpected makeout session, as her hands continued to roam across Bennett’s body. The soft curve of her hips. The long lines of her torso. Lily wanted to trace the contours of Bennett’s body forever, always learning something new.
Bennett was both fire and ice. The juxtaposition scared Lily, but almost everything about Bennett scared her. It also made her want to draw nearer. To put her hand against the flame and then plunge into a frozen lake to soothe the burn. Bennett was absolutely opposite absolutes, and Lily was completely wrapped up in experiencing the extremes.
Lily dropped her hand down to Bennett’s and interlaced their fingers. She dragged her back toward Bennett’s bedroom, her heart pounding like she’d run a marathon. For all of Lily’s proclamations about taking things slowly, they’d barely made it into the room before they were pulling at one another’s clothing frantically. They’d waited a week far too long for Lily’s taste. Her worry about other women was forgotten. Her worry about the future was forgotten. All she cared about was Bennett pulling Lily’s pants down as she continued to kiss and nip at any newly exposed skin on Lily’s chest, her shirt already in a ball at her feet.
“You’re gorgeous,” Bennett said, drawing Lily’s attention to her face. Bennett’s eyes were clear and deep, and Lily lost herself in them. Bennett had always had that effect on her, magnetic and overwhelming and too much for her body to process. Bennett slid her hands to Lily’s hips and walked her back toward the bed, like they were doing a dance. And it was one. It had always been a dance between them, but Lily had never felt like a worthy dance partner, regardless of Bennett’s assurances that Lily was who she wanted, who she needed.
She refused to succumb to the uneasiness percolating in her gut, and instead, she took a final step backward and fell onto the bed, pulling Bennett with her. It wasn’t graceful, but as Bennett’s long frame settled on top of hers, the weight helped her forget her worry, and she focused on how Bennett’s leg slipped between hers. Bennett hadn’t missed a beat, nipping against Lily’s collarbone as she placed light kisses against the small blooms of color that emerged in her wake. When Lily moved to reverse their positions, Bennett’s voice punctuated the otherwise silent room. “No, please. Let me taste you.”
Lily’s stomach tightened, and she eased herself onto her elbows. Her legs hung over the edge of the bed, and she tried to keep them still as desire pulsed low in her center, an itch she desperately needed Bennett to scratch. “I don’t think I can argue with that.” 
Lily bit her lip as Bennett slid off the bed onto the floor. She dipped her head and kissed along the inside of her thigh in a way that had always sent Lily into overdrive. The last time they’d come together, it had been good, amazing even, but Lily had still clung to the idea that it was just sex. Lily felt Bennett’s touch even when their bodies were separated, and her heart beat wildly in her chest as she tried to keep any sense of composure or control. Bennett, kissing against the sensitive skin of her thigh, was not lending to that sense of control, and Lily let out an unexpected moan when Bennett’s head shifted to the side and kissed her underwear, the only piece of clothing she still wore.
“I’ve missed this,” Bennett sighed into the fabric before she looked up at Lily. “I’ve missed you.” The words took up all the space in the room, even if Lily had already known them to be true.
“I’ve missed you too,” Lily responded, but Bennett had already shifted her focus, her hands now at the edges of Lily’s underwear.
“Can I take these off?” Bennett asked as her fingers plucked at the flimsy fabric, dipping slightly under before flitting back out again like they’d never been there. 
Lily’s whole body responded to the quick movements, working to form words. “Please.”
Bennett looped her long fingers underneath the sides and pulled them downward in a single motion, Lily doing her part to shift her legs so they came off as quickly as possible. Bennett wrapped her hands around Lily’s hips and pulled them upward at the same time she lowered her mouth against Lily’s center. It felt like a bomb had gone off, the sensation of Bennett’s lips pressed against her center more than she’d been prepared for, and her hips pushed farther off the bed as she sought more contact. Bennett licked against Lily, her tongue switching between soft and hard as she focused her attention on finding a rhythm that matched the uneven tempo of Lily’s body. 
Bennett’s tongue was insistent and all-encompassing as she charted Lily’s body like a new world to be discovered. She hit the peaks and valleys, taking her time to come back to Lily’s clit, sucking gently before releasing it with a gentle pop to take another lap of exploration. It drove Lily wild, and her hips began to rock against Bennett’s face, trying to pull her closer, to absorb the heat from Bennett’s cheeks and the wetness from her tongue. Lily had both of those things in her own body already, but she wanted Bennett’s. She wanted to bottle the slight hums of pleasure coming from Bennett’s mouth as she licked deeper and deeper. Lily’s body welcomed the intrusion, wanted to pull Bennett inside and keep her there safely forever, where they could relive this moment a million more times in a million different ways. 
The pressure built, and Lily’s hips bucked as her stomach bottomed out. She fell over the edge, and Bennett continued to lick and suck and stroke, her fingers pushing so insistently against Lily’s hips she wondered if she’d have bruises tomorrow. She welcomed them as a memory of what was happening right now. 
The wave crashed, and tiny pulses continued to ping through her body as Bennett kept her tongue pressed flat against Lily’s center, drawing the moment out as Lily came down. She put her hand up across her forehead, falling back onto the bed without her arms to support her anymore. 
When she finally caught her breath, she pulled herself up to see what had to be the sexiest sight in the world. Bennett sat on the floor at the edge of the bed between Lily’s thighs, wiping a gentle thumb across her bottom lip. With tousled hair and reddened cheeks, she looked like she’d also just experienced something, although unlike Lily, she didn’t have the orgasm to show for it. 
Lily extended her arms and dragged her fingers down whatever exposed skin on Bennett she could reach, beckoning her onto the bed. That absolutely needed to change.
 
***
 
The only non-sexual thing Bennett had managed in the past hour was running naked into the kitchen to take the lasagna out of the oven when the alarm on her phone had gone off. As she slid back into the warm, inviting bed and to the even warmer, inviting woman waiting in it, she sighed deeply and turned toward Lily. Her heart wanted to burst wide open at the sight of her, so serene and sex-drunk that her legs bowed outward from beneath the outline of the covers, Lily’s hand finding Bennett’s arm to trace nonsensical patterns across her skin.
“That was...” Lily paused, her lips turning upward. “That was wow.”
Bennett’s own body was loose like a cooked noodle, but she tried to focus on the implication of the words Lily had now said for the second time. “You seem surprised. Maybe almost mad it’s still this good.” Bennett shifted so that their faces were only a few inches apart.	She needed to know. If Lily was doing this with one foot out the door until things got deeper instead of learning to trust Bennett again in the hopes they could be more, it was better to know now instead of having her heart trampled down the road. 
Lily sighed and pushed her tongue against the backs of her teeth, Bennett waiting anxiously for her answer. “I think that when a lot of people look back on their firsts, they realize how clumsy and awkward things were.” Lily pressed her fingertips against Bennett’s hip before she slid them along Bennett’s stomach. “And I think I tried to tell myself that’s how things had been with us. I’ve been with other people, but I didn’t accept how good you and I were together.” Bennett tried to keep her muscles tight, so that Lily wouldn’t see the quiver she elicited in Bennett’s body as her hands explored. “But it was still good. Do you think that’s weird?”
Bennett tried to hide the prideful smile that wanted to bloom across her face, and she reached out to rest her hand on top of Lily’s hip. “You’ve asked me that before, and I already answered.”
Lily bit her lip. “Is it like this with other people for you? I’m sorry if that’s too personal of a question.”
Apprehension drew across Bennett’s brow. She didn’t want to lie, not to Lily. She cleared her throat and tried to find the right words. “Well, honestly...” Lily looked at her expectantly as Bennett continued to struggle. “There hasn’t been anyone since you.” Her heart thudded erratically with the admission, but she’d said it. She’d been honest.
“Wait, really?” She couldn’t figure out the expression on Lily’s face, and willed her to say something. “No one since us?” She pointed her finger between the two of them for emphasis.
Bennett pushed the side of her face into the pillow and breathed deeply. “Don’t make fun of me.”
Lily moved the hand that had been pushing insistently against Bennett’s hip up to her jaw, and she pulled gently to bring Bennett’s attention back to her. “I’m not making fun of you. I just find it hard to believe.”
“Why do you think I came so fast?” Bennett said, trying to lighten the mood.
Lily scowled. “I came as fast as you did.”
Bennett managed a smile then, and she shifted her body toward Lily again. “We’ve already agreed you were always easy like that.”
“Now who’s making fun of whom?” Lily asked as she rolled her body over deftly and pinned Bennett below her. The contact caused the dull throb between her legs to return, already primed for another round.
“Lily...” Her voice was pained. For as much as she wanted to continue down the current path, it wasn’t fair to either of them. “I need to talk to you.”
Lily looked down into sharp eyes that gave nothing away, but she slipped back onto the bed. “Talk to me about what?”
Bennett thought she’d have more time to think about what she’d say, to figure things out. But they were here now, in this moment, and she couldn’t keep the words from tumbling out. “I can’t do casual.”
The deep breath Lily expelled felt worse than any rejection ever could, and the moment changed between them. Lily searched Bennett’s eyes like she was surprised to hear Bennett’s words. “I don’t...”
“I thought having something with you was better than nothing, but I can’t do it.” Bennett propped herself up on her elbow and worked to keep her voice even. “I’m still in love with you, Lily. I’ve always been in love with you. I want us to be together. I want us to do all the things we should have been doing together for years. ” 
Lily sat up quickly and slipped away from her, the bed already growing cold where her imprint remained. “I was honest with you, Bennett. I told you what I had to give.” 
The words cut straight through Bennett’s heart, and she sat up as Lily began moving around the bedroom in search of her clothing. “I know. I’m sorry. I just wanted to be honest with you, too.”
“You’ve always been good at telling your version of the truth,” Lily said as she shimmied into her pants and threw her shirt over her head, bra still in her hands. She stopped moving and squared off toward the bed, her jaw set hard. “This isn’t fair.”
“I know.”
Lily ran a hand through her hair and walked toward the door, stopping before she left. “I don’t want to want you. You broke my heart, Bennett. You asked me to trust you, and you broke that trust.”
The hurt tore through Bennett like a jagged knife. “I know. That’s why I’m trying to be honest with you now.”
“What happens when you decide to play the agreeable daughter again? When you flit back into a life that makes sense?” Lily didn’t wait for an answer. “This was too complicated. It was a bad idea from the start. No going back, only forward,” she said, almost like she was talking to herself. And then, after Bennett had put it all on the line, Lily walked out of her bedroom, the sound of her front door followed moments later with a dull thud that echoed through Bennett’s hollow body.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Present Day
 
Bennett trudged through the week like a defeated soldier on a march to nowhere. The bright, sunny days annoyed her. The warm, breezy weather made her want to curl up in a ball in her apartment. Lily had barely responded to her texts, short acknowledgments of receipt with no real willingness to engage. But for as frustrated as she was with the current situation, she knew it had been a better decision than keeping her feelings bottled up. They would have come out eventually. 
At least Nora was home. Bennett managed a smile as she tidied up her apartment in preparation for Nora’s arrival. When a knock rang through the apartment less than five minutes later, she padded over barefoot and swung the door open.
“Bonjour,” Nora said as she breezed into the apartment, dressed in light, linen pants and a tank top that accentuated her tan.
“Bonjour, Nora Bora.” Bennett couldn’t resist smiling as Nora threw herself down on the living room sofa. The late afternoon sun streamed through the wide windows running along the exterior wall, but even the bright, invigorating light couldn’t dull her melancholy.
With a slight frown, Nora shifted her body and crossed her legs like a therapist readying herself for an appointment. “What’s wrong, Benny?”
Bennett tried not to skulk too much as she crossed the room and sat down next to Nora. “I’d much rather hear about your honeymoon.”
“True love. Beautiful vacation. Yada yada,” Nora said with a flick of her hand as she settled her gaze on Bennett. “Now tell me what’s wrong.”
“God, I’ve missed you,” Bennett said, bumping their shoulders together.
Nora fell into the jostle and leaned against Bennett. “As you should. Are you going to tell me or do I have to guess?”
Bennett sighed and ran a hand through her unkempt hair. “Why do you think something’s wrong?” she said, even as she cringed at the despondency in her voice.
“I’ve only been gone for a few weeks, but you look like you’ve lived a lifetime. Did you get rocketed into outer space and go through some sort of time relativity experience?”
“What does that even mean?” Bennett scowled, but she couldn’t help the slight laugh that pushed out.
Nora gave her an appraising stare. “You’re wearing your sad clothes.”
“I don’t have sad clothes,” Bennett responded as she hugged her arms across her chest.
“You only wear that T-shirt when you’re upset.” Nora pointed at Bennett’s shirt, one she’d gotten with Lily in London. It was faded and soft, and Lily had pulled it off her body many times in another life together. How had she never noticed that before?
“Not true.”
“Stop being difficult. Tell me what’s going on.”
Bennett plucked at the hem of her shirt and looked anywhere but at Nora’s probing stare. “Things with Lily might have escalated while you were gone.”
“What happened? I thought things were going well when I talked to you?”
“They were.” Bennett took a deep breath. “Then I told her I wanted us to be together.”
Nora’s brow lifted. “You don’t waste any time.”
“I know,” Bennett wailed. “It just felt wrong to keep it inside, so I told her. I shouldn’t have done it, but I didn’t know what else to do.”
“I take it she didn’t respond to the news very well?”
“Well, she implied that I would run back to my family and my old life when it was convenient.” 
“Ouch.” She could see Nora struggling with her next words. “Would you?”
Anger surged through Bennett, her fingertips pushing hard into the sofa beneath her. “I’m kinda hurt that you’d even ask that. Is that what everyone thinks of me? That I’m just some spoiled trust fund kid who will do whatever Mommy and Daddy say?”
“No, Bennett. That’s not what I think, but until a couple of months ago, you wouldn’t even talk to me about this. I’m just trying to understand where your head’s at.”
“I quit my job. Officially.”
“Oh,” Nora said, looking more surprised than Bennett had expected at the news. “Do I give you condolences or congratulations?”
“No matter what happens with Lily, I needed to leave the nest. I thought that I could make things better from the inside, but in the end I was just allowing myself to be used.”
“Benny.” Nora’s voice softened. “That sucks, but I’m proud of you. Do you know what you want to do next? Does Lily know that you quit?”
Bennett’s lips twitched. “I didn’t really get to share the good news before she bolted from my apartment barely clothed. I don’t know what to do. I put everything out there, but the ball’s in her court now.”
“Nice sports reference,” Nora teased, lightening the mood. “Not to make this about me, but will you still be coming to our party tomorrow night?”
Bennett rolled her eyes. “Obviously. I’ve spent too many years letting other people control my life. Even if I have to keep seeing Lily, it’s the price I’ll pay to stay in your good graces. Do you think she’ll even come?”
“She told Sasha who told Roger who told me that she was a yes.”
“Oh, that doesn’t sound awkward at all.”
“You just said you were okay.”
“I know what I said,” Bennett scowled. “But it’s not like I can flip a switch and magically be fine.”
Nora put her arm around Bennett and gave her a side hug. “I know, Benny. We’re gonna get you through this. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, and now that you’ve made some important choices, I know you’re gonna live it to the fullest.”
Bennett smiled and leaned her weight against Nora’s surprisingly solid frame, welcoming the brief moment of hope her friend’s supportive words provided.
 
***
 
Stupid people who wanted to be her stupid friends and invite her to stupid parties. Lily sat with Sasha on the way to Nora and Antonio’s apartment on Saturday night, unwilling to look her friend in the eye. “I can’t believe you RSVP'd for me, Sasha. That’s low.”
“I’m not letting your personal problems get in the way of having friends. I’m doing this for your own good. I told you this days ago. I really thought you’d have gotten over it.”
“Well, I’m not.” Lily crossed her arms and sulked like a small child who’d just been grounded. God, she would have welcomed being grounded right now and told she couldn’t leave her home or see anyone.
Sasha turned to look at Lily in the back seat. “Well, you’re here,” she said, gesturing around the car. “So you can’t be that mad.”
Lily pushed her tongue against the side of her cheek. “I don’t want to seem like a flake.”
“And I’m sure you don’t want people to think you’re not dealing with your breakup well.” Sasha smiled, her eyes mirthful as she continued her teasing. “Maybe a certain reformed menace who only wants to love you?”
“I deeply regret telling you what happened.”
“Look, this is the last time I’ll bring it up, but I think you’re being a little hard on Bennett. I don’t think you’d have reacted so poorly if maybe,” she said, drawing the word out, “you didn’t feel the same way. She was just the one brave enough to say it.”
“Her making proclamations was never the problem. It was keeping her word.” Lily nodded, like she’d won the argument. 
Sasha didn’t seem to feel the same way. “But she has kept her word. All these months since you’ve come back into one another’s lives, she’s been helpful and honest and communicative. She’s done everything to show you she’s grown as a person.”
The car began to slow down. “Why are you trying to rile me up right before we get there?”
“I can feel you closing yourself off, Lily. Acting like the person you were when I first met you. I just want you to think long and hard about whether you really need to do that to protect yourself. Think about what you’re protecting yourself from.”
“I don’t...” Lily’s stomach lurched. She’d done all she could over the last week to not think about Bennett. To not think about the words she would have given anything to hear once upon a time. “I don’t want to feel like this anymore.”
“I know, but I think you should talk to Bennett. I think you need to have a conversation with her about everything instead of reacting to her words and running from the situation.”
Lily nodded, hating how much sense Sasha made. “I’ll think about it. I promise.”
“That’s my girl,” Sasha said as they exited the car and headed inside.
When the apartment door opened, Lily tried not to shrink behind Sasha’s taller frame. Nora looked radiant and sun-kissed, wearing a short cocktail dress with a drink in hand. “I’m so happy you’re both here,” she squealed with delight, opening the door wider to let them inside.
Lily hoped she’d have a few moments to hype herself up for engaging with Bennett, but when she saw her standing across the room with Roger, her hope dwindled. Sasha pulled at her arm and said cheerfully, “Let’s do this,” as she led her across the room. When they arrived, Sasha threw her arms around Roger and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Heya, hot stuff.”
Roger blushed, but his smile was exuberant, his focus trained on Sasha. “Hi. I’m so glad you guys are here. Nora has some really weird friends.”
With a quick scan around the room, Lily’s gaze shifted back to their small group, unable to dull her awareness of Bennett. She looked unfairly good in dark pants and an almost sheer sleeveless top, the definition of her arms popping as she took a sip of her wine. 
Lily needed a drink. “Hi all,” she said with false sincerity before she turned to Sasha. “I’m going to grab a drink. Do you want one?”
Sasha gave her a quick nod, already in conversation with Roger and Bennett about their summer plans. It was all too much, and Lily left the group as fast as she could gracefully manage. She did a wide loop around the apartment, sticking to the edges and avoiding eye contact until she reached the kitchen island laden with drinks.
She poured two glasses of wine when she noticed someone in her periphery. Her stomach sunk, completely unprepared to have a conversation with Bennett. But when she turned, it was Nora who stood next to her, cheerful and exuberant. 
“Lily,” Nora said lightly as she placed her arm on the marble countertop. “How are you?”
Lily lifted a dubious brow. “I’m fine. How about yourself? How was your honeymoon?”
“It was lovely.” Nora stilled and angled her body toward Lily, away from the other guests. “So, now really, how are you?”
“I feel like you asking that is a conflict of interest,” Lily said as diplomatically as she could manage.
“Because my best friend is in love with you?”
Lily’s stomach roiled, although part of her admired Nora’s forthrightness, a small part. Very, very small given what they were talking about. “Way to just put it out there, Nora.”
Nora smiled. “All I mean is that we’re all friends now, and whatever your situation is with Bennett, I’m glad you came tonight.” 
Lily couldn’t help it as she glanced across the room. Her heart tightened when she caught Bennett mid-laugh, her neck extended gracefully. It hit her with a stupid amount of force, something she already knew but had refused to acknowledge. She wanted to make Bennett laugh like that. To wrap her arms around Bennett the way Roger stood with Sasha, holding her close. 
Bennett had put herself out there, but Lily had been too scared to give in. The pain from all those years ago had dulled, but she’d felt it these last few months acutely, like a wound that had never quite healed.
She realized that Nora was staring at her, and she shifted her attention back to meet her stare. “I appreciate you saying that, Nora. Really.” Lily fidgeted and picked up both the glasses of wine she’d poured. “I’m going to go take this to Sasha.”
“I’ll catch up with you guys in a bit. Thanks again for coming, Lily.”
“Sure thing,” Lily said as she moved away and headed across the room. She tried to slip seamlessly into the group that now included a few others she didn’t know. Sasha took her glass of wine and gave her an inquisitive smile, obviously noticing her conversation with Nora. Lily smiled and shrugged, caught in a strange game of charades.
Bennett’s eyes caught hers, and her breath got stuck in her throat. Up close, she could see the sorrow etched across Bennett’s beautiful face, an emotion that no amount of perfectly applied makeup could hide.
There was a pause in the conversation, and Bennett excused herself. She left the small group quickly, and she didn’t make eye contact with Lily again.
 
***
 
Bennett had lasted at the party for just over an hour. Half of that was before Lily had arrived, and once they were in the same room together again, she couldn’t think and could barely speak. No amount of positive self-affirmations had worked, so she’d finally cut her losses. She’d pulled a quite impressive Irish goodbye, texting Nora from the car on her way home.
And now she sat, dressed in yoga pants and what she’d consider forever henceforth as her sad clothes. She was showered and sans makeup, sitting on her sofa with a glass of wine and watching The Fast and The Furious on Netflix. Life really was a cruel mistress.
The knock on her door startled her, and she crossed the room in a few quick steps, ready to go off on whoever was on the other side. Probably her annoying neighbor, making up some excuse about hearing her television when he was really trying to hit on her. She did a double take in the peephole as nervousness, mixed with confusion, coursed through her body. Lily stood on the other side, still wearing her dress from the party. 
Bennett opened the door before she could walk away. She spoke with as much calmness as she could muster. “What’s up? Did I forget something at Nora’s?”
Lily took a deep breath, her eyes darting around the hallway. “Can I come in? So we can talk? Sorry if this is a bad time,” she finished quickly.
“It’s fine.” Bennett stepped to the side and let her enter. Lily moved into the apartment, and she stood awkwardly in the entry. After she placed her bag down near the small end table where Bennett’s keys lived in a bowl, she made no move to come closer. Worried thoughts flurried through Bennett’s mind, that after their abysmal engagement tonight, Lily was going to tell her she couldn’t be around her anymore. That even having friends in common was too much. “Do you want a drink?” Bennett asked. Nothing felt like the right thing to say.
“I’m good on a drink.” Lily’s voice was heavy, pained in a way that made Bennett ache with her. “I need to apologize to you.”
Bennett’s brows drew upward in surprise. “For what?”
“I lied, too. Even if I didn’t realize it at the time.”
An uncomfortable mixture of fear and hope welled in Bennett’s chest. “Lied about what?” Bennett took a deep breath as she walked over to the couch and sat down, gesturing for Lily to follow. When Lily sat down across from her, Bennett had to stop herself from reaching out and enveloping Lily’s hand in her own. The distance between them was so much more than physical. It was heartbreak and loss and mistrust. It was a million things that Bennett couldn’t take back but wanted to spend her life making up for.
“My mantra for a long time has been focused on moving forward.” She looked at Bennett with an intense stare. “Only forward.”
“I understand how my appearance could have made that problematic,” Bennett acquiesced. She wanted Lily to keep talking. To have an honest conversation with her.
“I deluded myself into thinking that I was accomplishing that with more responsibility at work, or with women in my bed.” That one stung a little for Bennett to hear, but Lily looking for affection in someone else’s arms was entirely fair. “But it was just a Band-Aid. A way for me to feel good about the changes in my life without dealing with the root of my fears and insecurities. When you showed up again, I was mad, unbelievably mad.”
Bennett nodded and worked not to upset the delicate stream of words coming from Lily. “I get that.”
“You threw everything I’d wanted to believe for the last six years into a tailspin.” Lily’s lips formed into a hint of a smile. “You still are, actually.”
“I never meant to cause you any more pain.”
“Nora told me that you quit your job.”
Surprise flashed across Bennett’s face. This was not the route she’d expected the conversation to take. “I did. For a lot of reasons. Like you, I’m finally seeing the merit in moving forward, for real this time.”
“And what do you see moving forward looking like for you?” 
“Finding my own path. Living life on my own terms.” Bennett sighed, slightly embarrassed. “I have absolutely no idea what the practical application of those ideas look like, but I’m excited to find out.” 
Lily smiled, her eyes soft in a way that made Bennett want to envelop her in her arms and never let go. “I have a proposition for you,” she said matter-of-factly, although the smile on her lips lingered.
“Okay...” It was not the most romantic thing she’d ever heard, but anything sounded like a melodious tune when it came from Lily’s lips.
“I want to offer you a job. With Diane gone, I need help running the wedding planning business, and you were amazing during Nora’s wedding.”
Bennett’s stomach sank, her misinterpretation of Lily’s initial arrival was embarrassing and soul-crushing in the worst possible way. “Lily, I don’t know if that’s the best idea given what we’ve been through. I can’t just be a co-worker to you. I love you, and that’s not something that I can change right now.”
“I know,” Lily answered. She reached her hand out across the space between them and slid her fingers along Bennett’s upturned palm. Warmth sprawled wild through Bennett’s chest, so many emotions coursing through her veins that she didn’t understand anything right now. “I needed to ask that first, so that I could ask the other question next.”
“Is one dependent on the other?”
Lily laughed lightly. “I just didn’t want to breach any ethical boundaries.”
Bennett leaned forward, Lily’s fingers pushing harder into her skin. “I’m listening.”
“I want us to try again. I want us to be together.”
“I—”
Lily cut her off and interlaced their fingers. “I never stopped loving you. We never had our shot, but back then wasn’t the right time. I know that now. I realize that if we’d stayed together, things would have probably imploded—even worse than they did. I was mad and hurt, but I also worshipped the ground you walked on. I would have given up too much of myself to stay in your world, to be who you needed, and I would have never carved out my own path.”
“Are you saying you don’t worship the ground I walk on anymore?” Bennett asked.
Lily laughed and scooted closer on the sofa. “I’m saying I realize my own worth now as much as yours. That we complement one another. I would be lucky to have you in my life, but more importantly, we’d be lucky to have one another.”
Tears pricked behind Bennett’s eyes. “I know I’d be lucky to have you. I know I’ve said it a million times, but I’m so, so sorry.”
“Stop.” Lily pushed forward and ghosted her lips across Bennett’s, so gently it felt like a dream. “We move forward together. It’s the only way things can work.”
“Forward.” Bennett rolled the words around on her tongue, along with a million other words she also wanted to say.
“Do you think that’s something you can do?” Lily looked slightly nervous, and she rocked back gently before moving closer again. “Is that something you want to do?”
It was Bennett’s turn to close the space between them, and she shifted forward and pressed her body into Lily’s frame, connecting with her at every point possible from their positions on the sofa. She wrapped her arms around Lily and pulled her close, her hand coming up to cup against Lily’s jaw. “I want that very much.” Her stare dropped to Lily’s lips. “Just as much as I want to kiss you right now.”
Lily looked at her so earnestly that Bennett was lost in the moment as their lips came together. Lily’s tongue slid along Bennett’s lower lip, and she instinctively moaned as Lily pushed her backward, deepening the kiss. Bennett’s stomach fluttered. Lily’s hands pushed against her torso, and she gave in to Lily’s weight and fell against the cushion behind her as Lily began to trail kisses down Bennett’s neck. 
When they were both out of breath and Bennett’s heart was so full she thought it might burst, Lily shifted upward and met Bennett’s stare, a toothy smile on her face. “I love you.”
There were times in life when everything made sense, even if for a brief moment. Those words rolling from Lily’s lips were one of those times, and Bennett felt the possibility of her future more acutely than ever before. 
Bennett ran her finger across Lily’s lip. “I love you, too. And I can’t wait to move forward with you. I can’t wait to do everything with you.”
Lily smiled again, although one of the edges of her mouth curved upward into a knowing smile. “Well, there are some things I’d like to do with you right now. Bedroom?”




 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
	
 
Lily scrambled around the Brooklyn apartment and ran through the list of to-do’s for the Mulaney wedding later that day. The last year had been a strange, beautiful whirlwind with Bennett by her side, and she’d developed a new appreciation for bringing the day together for two people in a way she hadn’t experienced before Bennett had come back into her life.
The thoughts of her daydream materialized in the hallway, wearing a black, knee-length dress with her hair pulled back in a low bun. The simplicity of the look was supposed to detract from their presence at the wedding, blending in as hired help, but Lily could barely pull her eyes away.
“Morning,” Bennett said as she put on her earrings and walked through the living room to give Lily a kiss. They’d moved into their new apartment a few months ago, Lily wanting to be closer to her family and Sasha, and Bennett more agreeable to the conversation than she’d initially expected.
“Morning, cutie,” Lily said with a blush. Bennett still had that effect on her, and Lily couldn’t stop melting into a puddle of lovey goo whenever her girlfriend was near.
“Are you trying to butter me up so that I take all of Mrs. Mulaney’s insane questions today?”
Lily held her hand up to her chest and feigned offense. “I would never. It’s so hard to find good employees these days, and I value all of your contributions to the team.” 
Bennett lifted a brow and took a step toward Lily, her lips turned upward in a smirk. “Seems like you valued my contributions last night, too.”
“I’d like to think you got as much out of that as me.” Lily loved Bennett’s insatiable appetite for sex, and in the last year, their frequency had only increased. Now that they lived together, all bets were off. It was hardest not to slip away during professional engagements and make use of a coat closet or empty room, Bennett’s tempting stares almost too much to bear. 
“I love you. Did I mention that?” Bennett asked as she poured herself a cup of coffee.
Lily knew the feeling. “You did not. I know it, but it’s always nice to hear.”
Bennett took a sip of coffee and placed her mug on the counter. She walked over to Lily and encircled her in her arms. “Are we still on for dinner with your parents tomorrow?”
“Absolutely. My dad will not shut up about a rematch.”
“He’s been texting me about it, too.” 
Lily smiled at Bennett’s words. Lily’s parents had adored Bennett even when they weren’t a couple, but now that they were together, she had a sneaking suspicion Bennett received as many texts from them as she did, maybe more.
“Don’t let him lull you into a false sense of security. He’s a shark.”
Bennett laughed and pulled Lily closer. “I’d expect nothing else from the man who raised you.”
“Will you be ready in ten?” Lily asked, starting the conversation to leave the house, even though she wanted nothing more than to drag Bennett back to bed and stay there with her all day.
“If I must.” Bennett dropped her head lower and kissed Lily's exposed collarbone.
Lily groaned and willed away the tight, hot feeling percolating in her stomach. “Babe...”
“What?” Bennett asked as she continued peppering kisses across bare skin.
As Lily’s legs started to go wobbly, she stepped away from Bennett’s embrace. “I will not make it out of the house if you keep doing that.”
Bennett pouted before her lips curled upward in a smug smirk. “You’re no fun.”
Lily’s gaze dropped to Bennett’s lips, and she took another step away. “What’s got you in such a good mood?”
“I’m just really happy. I love our life. I love our friends.” Bennett’s smile faltered, and she reached out to grab Lily’s hand.
Lily forgot the need to leave the house soon and moved closer again. “What’s up?”
Bennett ran her fingers along Lily’s forearm. “I hope you’re as happy as I am. I don’t know if that’s possible, but I hope.”
Lily cupped her free hand along Bennett’s jawline. “I couldn’t be happier. I love you.” Lily brushed her lips lightly across Bennett’s and allowed the moment to linger. She let out an involuntary sigh and leaned their foreheads together.
“Good,” Bennett said as she smiled into the space between them. “Now let’s get a move on. I don’t want you making us late.” Bennett kissed Lily quickly and bounded away from her with a teasing laugh.
 
***
 
The wedding, thankfully close in Prospect Park, had gone perfectly. The weather was cooler in the evening but lovely for the outdoor ceremony with the lake as a backdrop, and as most of the guests finally filtered out, Bennett let out a sigh and scanned the room for Lily.
She caught Mrs. Mulaney’s approach. The woman was dressed in a blue, floor-length gown, a glass of champagne in hand that may have already sent her over the edge into drunken territory. “I have to say, Bennett, I was quite surprised when I’d heard you’d gone into wedding planning.”
Bennett let the comment roll, not the first one she’d heard given the clientele they had worked with over the last year, and pasted on a wide smile as she gave the mother of the groom her full attention. “It’s been an adventure. My girlfriend, Lily,” she said, pointing across the room to where Lily chatted with a venue staff member, “took over the company when Diane Southerland retired.”
“Oh,” Mrs. Mulaney said with a surprised smile. Bennett’s brow drew upward, waiting for the next words. “I always liked Diane, but I hadn’t made the connection. Melissa absolutely insisted we use Southerland Wedding Company for the planning, and I can see why. You and Lily have done a lovely job.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Mulaney. Melissa was a wonderful bride to work with,” Bennett answered truthfully as she worked to hide the surprise in her voice.
“And...” Bennett knew what was coming next. It was a conversation she’d had more frequently than she’d have liked over the past two months. “I’m sorry to hear about your brother’s legal problems.”
Mrs. Mulaney’s earnest eyes led Bennett to believe she wasn’t just digging for information. It had been hard, but she’d been slowly working herself away from a lifetime of her family’s warped belief systems. She needed to believe a kind word could be just that. “I appreciate you saying that.”
“Anyway,” Mrs. Mulaney said with a broad wave of her hand, “the evening was lovely. Thank you again, and please pass my regards along to Lily as well. I need to go find Mr. Mulaney.”
As Mrs. Mulaney moved away, Bennett checked the list on her phone one last time before she scanned the room to find Lily. Her girlfriend’s eyes were already on her, and they both began walking across the room before meeting in the middle of the empty dance floor.
“All good?” Lily asked with sweet concern.
“Yes.” Bennett smiled before she brushed their lips together. “She asked about Donovan.”
An adorably annoyed scowl worked its way across Lily’s face. “Was she pushy?” she asked protectively.
“No, not at all. She just told me she was sorry to hear about his trouble.”
Lily scoffed. “It’s his own dumbass fault for getting a DUI. And even dumber for him to flee the country. Who does that?”
“It was very Lex Luthor of him, but I’m sure he’ll be back.” Bennett shrugged. She’d made her peace with it.
“Sorry. I’m trying not to speak poorly of your family,” Lily said, trying not to smile but failing miserably.
“It’s okay.” Bennett laughed and pulled Lily closer. “Tom and Trey told me that my parents haven’t shown up at the country club since it happened.”
“Wow. Big tree fall hard. I assumed they’d made themselves a little pied-à-terre there.”
Bennett leaned in, stopping before her lips touched Lilys’ ear. “It’s very sexy when you speak French, you know.”
She could feel Lily’s smile against her neck as she spoke. “Is that so?”
Bennett breathed deeply and tried to remember that they were in public and, more importantly, working. “Absolutely.”
Lily ran her hands along Bennett’s arms before she settled them lightly on her hips. “You ready to head home?”
 
***
 
The brownstone was dark inside. As they trekked up the steps after the quick drive home, Lily walked slightly behind Bennett. She struggled to focus with the outline of Bennett in front of her, body bouncing gently as she walked gracefully up the steps.
Lily took a breath and waited for Bennett to unlock the door. And then another, willing the nervous butterflies away. With a quick flick of the light near the entry, the hallway illuminated, Bennett’s back to her as she took in the scene. 
“What’s going on?” Bennett asked, turning around after what felt like an eternity as Lily stayed rooted in place. She’d been waiting too long to ask, the words on her lips for months now even if her body was filled with a nervous energy that made her want to pass out. The hallway was filled with flower petals that formed a trail toward the living room. Bennett shot Lily a glance as she began to follow them. A few feet along the path came the first photo, the two of them in London, happy and young before they’d even had their first kiss. Bennett looked back at her and grabbed Lily’s hand, her eyes glassy. “What’s going on?” she asked again, although Lily was pretty sure she’d figured it out.
Lily squeezed her fingers. “When I met you in London, you were the prettiest, most enchanting person I’d ever met. All I wanted was to be close to you.”
“I felt the same,” Bennett said with a smile.
“Wanna keep going?” Lily asked, willing confidence into her voice.
“Yes.” They took a few steps forward, a photo of the two of them atop the Eiffel Tower hanging on the wall. “I can’t say the Eiffel Tower was the most memorable part of that trip,” Bennett said with a light laugh, “but you look very cute in this picture. I loved your hat with the puffball on top.”
“When we went to Paris, I couldn’t believe you really did feel the same. And I’ll be forever grateful that you were braver than me, brave enough to kiss me in that alley.”
“The first of many kisses,” Bennett said before she placed one on the corner of Lily’s mouth. “How long have you been planning this?”
“Practically, for a few months. In my heart, probably since the moment I met you.” The smile on Bennett’s face made Lily’s heart flutter in her chest. “You can’t look at me like that or I’m going to start crying.”
“I’m already crying,” Bennett said, wiping away a stray tear. 
At the doorway between the hallway and the living room was a small table with a few other photos placed atop it: a selfie from their boat cruise in Amsterdam, a shot of their legs dangling over the water in St. Mark’s Square in Venice, their backs to the sunset in Santorini.
Bennett ran a finger across the frames and smiled. “I didn’t know you still had these.”
Lily squeezed Bennett’s hand tighter. “I couldn’t look at them for a long time, but I couldn’t make myself delete them. They meant too much. You always meant too much. Let’s go into the living room?”
As Bennett gave Lily’s hand a squeeze back, she allowed herself to be led into the living room where petals were strewn across all the available surfaces.
“Lily,” Bennett breathed into the room, soft music playing through the sound system. In the middle of the coffee table was a photo of them together in Berlin, the first time they’d said “I love you” to one another. On other surfaces were photos they’d placed in the house together, pictures of them alone and with their friends and family, all the memories they’d made over the last year, once they’d found their way back to one another.
“I love you,” Lily said, working to keep her emotions in check. “I loved you then and I love you now, and I loved you in between all of it.”
Bennett’s eyes were shiny and wet, her voice thick. “I know. I love you too. I never stopped loving you.”
Lily shifted their positions so they stood facing one another. “We spend our days helping plan moments for other people, but I want this moment just for us. I want to plan a wedding to you, and I want to spend the rest of my life honoring the promises we make to one another.” She picked up the box sitting in front of the photo and opened it before the words were lost in a flurry of tears. “I want to marry you, Bennett Burke. I want to support you and encourage you and grow old with you.” She took a deep breath, her eyes not leaving Bennett’s for a moment. “So, the only question is, do you want those things, too?”
“I do,” Bennett answered after what felt like an eternity, and she threw her arms around Lily and crashed their bodies together in a hug that left her breathless. They pulled apart, and Bennett smiled sheepishly. “I forgot to let you put the ring on me. It’s gorgeous, by the way,” Bennett said as she stared down at the open box still clasped in Lily’s hand.
Lily removed the ring from where it was set in the velvet box. “Nora helped me pick it out.”
“Is this why you two have been texting so much?” Bennett asked as Lily slipped the ring onto her finger.
“She also gives great advice on handling you,” Lily said after the ring was already on her finger. Bennett pouted, and Lily smiled. “No take backs.”
Bennett stilled and grew serious. “The only thing I want to take you back to is Paris.”
Lily smiled as Bennett wrapped her arms around her. “We should go. Maybe for the honeymoon?”
“I was thinking sooner.”
“Sooner?”
“Like maybe a month from now?”
“We’re taking a long weekend to the Hamptons in a month. I don’t know that we have time for both.”
Bennett nestled her chin against Lily’s neck. “It was supposed to be a surprise.”
“The Hamptons?”
“I was planning on taking you to Paris,” Bennett sulked into Lily’s chest.
Lily traced her fingers along the column of Bennett’s back soothingly. “Why do you sound so mad about that? We can still go.” Bennett made an unintelligible sound against Lily’s chest, and she pulled back so that she could see her. “What?”
“I said, I wanted to propose to you there. I’m still going to propose to you there. I don’t care if you did it first,” Bennett said with conviction.
The tears Lily had worked so hard to keep in check started flowing, and now, it was Bennett’s turn to pull her closer and run her hands soothingly along Lily’s body. “God, you’re such a romantic,” Lily said between puffs of air.
“You planned all of this,” Bennett said, gesturing around the room. “I’d say that’s pretty romantic. We may not always have the best timing on things, but we’re on the same page. More importantly, we’re on the same team. I love you, Lily Connor. I’m saying it now, I’m going to say it again in Paris when I ask you to marry me back, and I’m going to say it every day for the rest of our lives.”
Lily pulled Bennett closer as the weight of the moment washed over her, of all the things they’d gone through together and everything they still had left to do. She ran her fingers along Bennett’s jaw and settled her thumb on Bennett’s lower lip. “I can’t wait for what comes next.” 
 
 
 
THE END
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