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Prologue
Cassidy felt sick. Behind her lay everything she knew. Ahead of her lay an unknown world. She hunched her shoulders, feeling the backpack shift against her hot, damp dress: everything she now owned she carried on her back. The sun beat down as she blindly navigated the back roads, her hair sticking to her neck, her shoes already rubbing. Her feet moved by instinct. Her stomach ached. She did not know where she was going.
Her mind raced with furious words: the things she’d said, the things she should have said. The rage had sideswiped her with its suddenness. One minute she was quietly washing the breakfast dishes; the next, she was blowing up her entire life. She hadn’t even been aware of the fury building within her, but now, as she marched grimly along the road, sweat beading on her brow, she could see the way its roots had spread throughout her life, angry tentacles that strangled everything in its path.
The counter-reaction had been swift and merciless.
Panting, she struggled up the incline and found herself at the edge of the highway. In one direction lay the Appalachian foothills; in the other…well, there was only one way to go. She dropped her backpack onto the path beside her and stared into the distance, where the asphalt seemed to wave and shimmer in the heat.
She took a swig of her water bottle and cursed herself as only a couple of drops fell into her dry mouth. Her arm dropped, the useless bottle mocking her thirst. The air around her was like breathing in hot soup. A truck appeared on the horizon and her decision was made. As if she’d done it a thousand times before, instead of never once having crossed the border of her tiny hometown, Cassidy extended her arm, her thumb raised.
The truck screeched to a halt ten feet past her, its engine idling, the window rolling down. A shot of fear ran through her, chased equally by a blaze of incandescent rage. This was what she’d been reduced to: a frightened girl, with no one left to turn to for help but a total stranger on a deserted strip of highway. If her body were to end up tossed on the side of the road, there was only one person to blame: Savannah Grace.



Chapter One
Savannah moaned as her body slipped into the cool blue water of her swimming pool. Her skin practically sizzled as the water ran off her arms and the feeling of her body being supported by the water felt like heaven. She allowed herself to float on her back; the sudden silence as her ears were submerged in the pool was immensely peaceful. She closed her eyes behind her sunglasses and a small smile spread across her lips.
She’d only been back in the country for less than a week and she found she both grieved the loss of the vacation and craved the new beginning being home represented. The vacation had, after all, been her honeymoon: three glorious weeks tucked away on an island paradise, with no one but her love; her sweet son stashed with his nanny in the next door villa.
There’d been time, finally, for true relaxation after a truly overwhelming couple of years of incessant touring, wedding planning, and what felt like several huge life events. They’d drank endless mocktails, lazed under palm trees, splashed beneath pristine waterfalls, gazed at every sunset, made love until Savannah had felt drunk with it. She had never been happier.
Except, perhaps now, back in their home, rested, and ready to start the rest of their lives. Ready once more, to work. Despite the water muffling her ears, Savannah heard quiet laughter above her and she let her feet drop down to tread water.
“Yes?” she enquired, turning to face the tall brunette standing poolside. Brynn Marshall - her wife, Savannah would never tire of that word - was trying and failing to bite back a grin as she surveyed her.
“Nothing,” Brynn denied. “Just enjoying the view.” She sat down on the edge of the pool. She wore a pair of distractingly small shorts and her long tanned legs dangled in the cold water. Savannah’s eyes narrowed as she swam slowly toward her.
“Are you laughing because I look like an escaped blimp from that angle?” she demanded. Brynn shook her head, amusement sparkling off her.
“Never.” She wriggled her toes in the water. “Maybe like a series of mountain ranges,” she admitted, then gasped as Savannah splashed her in retaliation.
Savannah grabbed her legs, wondering if she could pull her into the pool, but Brynn was immoveable. She leaned down as far as she could to kiss Savannah, her mouth warm, her hands firm as they slipped into her hair. A bolt of heat raced through her, remembering the delicious indulgence of their honeymoon, and she bit down demandingly on Brynn’s plump lower lip.
“Mmm.” Brynn smirked down at her, seeing exactly what was going through her mind. “Are all pregnant women this wildly horny all the time?” she mused. “Because if so, I really erred not dating more of them in my life.”
Savannah flicked more water at her.
“Shut up and come meet me in the bedroom,” she murmured, and Brynn bit her own lip.
“Oh, you’re on,” she said softly. Savannah was making her way toward the pool steps when Annabelle, their housekeeper, appeared. She gave Savannah a quick, unreadable glance and approached Brynn instead, speaking in a low tone. Brynn also glanced at Savannah and then replied to Annabelle, all just out of earshot.
“Give me five minutes?” she told Savannah, who’d only just struggled to the top step. She frowned, disapproving of anything that was going to distract her wife right when she’d been imagining her soft lips on her skin and her strong fingers…hmm, Savannah caught herself. Pregnancy really was a whole thing.

Brynn reluctantly followed Annabelle across the courtyard and into the house. She’d left Savannah glowing in the afternoon sun, water dripping off her skin, her new insane curves spilling out of her bikini and that look on her face that spelled serious needs for Brynn to meet. To say she wasn’t in the mood for dealing with a silly attempt at a security breach was to understate things dramatically.
Their home was a sweeping estate within a secure compound well outside of Nashville. They got very few uninvited visitors. Savannah was, however, a huge star, and this attracted its own risks: overzealous paparazzi, sightseers with a lack of boundaries, and the occasional over-obsessed fan. They didn’t have on-site security personnel, but they did have an external company ready to dispatch that monitored their boundary and entry gate. For Annabelle to be consulting her on an arrival, something was either more gray-area or more serious.
“What’s going on?” she asked the housekeeper. Annabelle was a no-nonsense white woman in her fifties, her hair a stylish pure gray, her figure solid and her manner like that of an old school nurse: calm, unflappable and unlikely to take your shit. She’d been with Savannah for seven years and in the time Brynn had known her, she’d never once looked ruffled, let alone perturbed the way she did now.
“There’s a young woman at the front gate,” she said. “Asking for Savannah. She says she’s her sister.”
“Sure.” Brynn shrugged. It wasn’t remotely the first time someone had tried pretending they were family to gain access to the singer. “But she won’t leave?”
“I…asked her to wait,” said Annabelle, slowly. “I asked her for ID and she said she didn’t have any. But…well, perhaps you should look for yourself.”
Brynn followed her to the alcove by the front door that housed the video monitor from the gate. She could see a girl’s figure, hands on hips, long blonde hair, her back to the camera, impatience on every line of her body.
“Ma’am?” Annabelle spoke through the intercom. The girl turned around and Brynn’s jaw dropped, shock slicing through her. Seconds passed. Then, without a word, as if on autopilot, she reached out and pressed the gate release.
“Uh, see if you can stall Savannah?” she asked Annabelle, who blinked and nodded and headed out toward the pool.
Brynn slipped out the front door. Back outdoors, the oppressive heat felt so humid it was like trying to breathe through a wet blanket. She began to walk the long driveway, through the green fields, until the young woman appeared, walking towards her. The closer she got, the more her skin prickled until suddenly she was face to face with incredibly familiar blue-gray eyes.
The girl in front of her had long blonde hair all the way past her waist. She was small, wearing a slightly grimy crumpled green dress, black chucks, and a big rucksack. For a moment Brynn wondered if there’d been a rip in the space-time continuum and somehow Savannah Grace as a teenager had materialized in front of her. Then, real life caught up with her.
“Cassidy?”
she breathed.
“You’re her,” the young woman said. “The woman my sister gay-married, aren’t you?”
“I’m Brynn,” she confirmed. “And I just gay-walked this hot driveway to come gay-meet you. Why didn’t you call first?”
“You think I have her number?”
“You don’t?”
“You don’t know anything.” Cassidy’s voice was bitter.
Brynn considered her while the sun beat down on them. She looked weary and irritable and very young, younger even than Brynn knew her to be. She gestured with her head to follow her and started back to the house.
“Can I ask what brings you here?”
“I don’t see how it’s your business,” Cassidy said flatly, her accent Savannah’s but even more of a drawl.
“Sure,” Brynn said evenly. “It’s just my home and my wife.”
“It’s between me and Savannah.” Cassidy lifted her chin defiantly.
“Alright, kid.” Brynn shrugged. “I’ll bring you to her. But…well, you’ll understand when you see her; just go easy on her, okay?”
A short, hard laugh barked out of the young woman and she shot Brynn a look of utter disbelief.
“Are you here to start some shit?” Brynn asked curiously as they reached the front door. It wasn’t like she wouldn’t let Savannah’s own flesh and blood in the house, but the clear fire burning inside the girl was giving her pause.
“Are you going to let me in the door, or should I just die out here in the heat?” Cassidy put her hands on her hips. Brynn bit back a grin.
She opened the door and they both crossed over the threshold into the relief of the cool climate-controlled house. Cassidy looked around her, at the pristine white entrance hall opening up to the view of the immense staircase to the upper floors.
“Stay here for a second,” Brynn told her, and walked through into the living room, where she found Savannah ensconced on one of the couches, a cushion behind her back, supporting the round sphere of her belly under the white gauzy beach dress she’d slipped on over her bikini. Annabelle had clearly shoved some kind of household accounts into her lap, with a sweating cool glass of sweet tea beside her for good measure.
“Babe,” Brynn started, and Savannah looked up. “There’s someone here to see you…” She was unsure how to prepare her, when suddenly her wife’s eyes went wide. Her mouth dropped open, but no sound came out. She hauled herself to her feet with effort.
“Cassie?” she whispered, taking a step toward the girl who’d ignored Brynn’s request and followed her into the room. Her eyes misted. “Oh my god, you’re so big,” she breathed.
Cassidy stayed rooted to the spot.
“Shouldn’t I be the one saying that?” She looked at Savannah’s mid-section with mild horror. “And you know I’m almost twenty-four, right? Just because you haven’t seen me since I was a child doesn’t mean time revolves around you.”
Savannah blinked at the hard tone. Then she cocked her head.
“Are you okay?” she asked, her eyes full of concern.
“No, I’m not okay,” Cassidy said, clearly exasperated. “You think I’d turn up here if I was okay?”
“Honey, what happened?” Savannah’s arms raised helplessly. It was clear she wanted to embrace her little sister, but every line in Cassidy’s body suggested that would be a very poor idea indeed.
“Look, can I just stay here for a bit?” Cassidy said ferociously. Brynn realized it was because she was fighting back tears and desperately didn’t want to show it. “It’s not like you don’t have the room for it,” she gestured irritably at the epic mansion around them.
“Of course.” Savannah seemed uncharacteristically at a loss, hovering a few feet from her younger sibling. “For as long as you need.”
“Great,” Cassidy gave a sarcastic smile as if Savannah had just offered to gift her a bag of garbage, rather than unconditional accommodation in a beautiful home.
“Do your…our parents know you’re here?”
“Did you forget the part where I’m an adult now?”
“So, no then?”
“No.”
“Are you going to tell them?”
“No. Are you?”
Savannah considered her.
“They’ll want to know you’re safe.”
“Will they?”
“Well, you were living at home with them, right?”
“Keeping tabs, were you? Wow, you’re awesome.”
Brynn was lost. Cassidy was going out of her way to be rude, and Savannah was accepting every punch. Savannah was a lot of things, but a pushover was adamantly not one of them.
As far as Brynn understood their history, Savannah had grown up in a conservative family who also lived well below the poverty line. They’d rejected her when they’d realised she was queer, kicking her out on her own as a seventeen-year-old, leaving her to fend for herself. And yet as soon as Savannah had the means, she’d financially supported her family - despite their ongoing estrangement - buying them a nice house and ensuring no one went hungry again. But instead of responding with gratitude, this kid was acting like Savannah was her sworn enemy. Brynn’s own family relationships could be complicated, ‌but this was a whole other level.
“Alright, kid,” Brynn interrupted. “This is not what I meant when I said to go easy on her.”
Suddenly, two sets of blue-gray eyes were giving her identical dirty looks.
“I’m not fragile,” her wife said flatly.
“I’m not a kid,” her sister-in-law denied simultaneously.
“Wow.” Brynn held up her hands in surrender. “That’s uncanny.”
“What is?” Savannah gave her a blank look.
“Nothing! It’s just, it’s kind of like you’re multiplying.” Brynn looked from one to the other.
“We don’t look anything like each other.” Cassidy looked offended. “We’re not even full sisters. I look like my dad.”
“Sure, if he’s blonde and pretty and looks exactly like Savannah.” Brynn shrugged.
“Hilarious,” Cassidy shot back. “You’re so funny.”
“Okay, that’s enough.” Savannah seemed to recover herself, just a touch. “Here’s how this is going to go: you can stay here as long as you need to, but you can contain the attitude around my wife and family, and everyone else who lives or works here. Got that?” Her voice was strong again and the hint of steel in her eyes perfectly evident. Cassidy looked mutinous, but eventually she nodded.
Annabelle popped her head in, curiosity barely hidden in her gaze.
“Can I offer you some sweet tea?” she asked. Cassidy nodded adamantly, then caught Savannah’s eyes.
“Thank you, that would be nice,” she said quietly. Annabelle assessed her a moment longer.
“And something to eat?”
“Yes, please. If it’s not too much trouble.”
Annabelle bustled away to go and serve up what Brynn suspected would be a feast, and Cassidy raised her eyes to Savannah again.
“Must be nice, sitting around on your ass all the time and never having to lift a finger.”
Brynn held her breath, but Savannah just sighed and took a seat back on the couch.
“You’re right,” she said. “I’ve never even worked a day in my life.”
“Not real work,” Cassidy scrunched up her nose.
“And what is it you’re doing with your life? Because I tried to send you to college and Mom said you refused.”
“I’m a waitress at the diner.” Cassidy raised her chin defiantly. “College is a pile of elitist crap. I don’t need to be indoctrinated.”
A look of pure fury crossed Savannah’s face for just a second, and again Brynn readied herself for the coming fireworks. Then her wife wilted.
“You really are their kid,” she said softly.
“Because you’re so much better than us.” Cassidy’s lip curled. “Did you go to college? I hear you didn’t even finish high school.”
Savannah’s jaw clenched.
“I would have loved to go to college,” she said quietly. “You could have done anything you wanted to with your life. I’d have made it happen.”
“Oh yeah, Savannah the great,” Cassidy muttered.
“Okay!” Brynn had had about enough. “As delightful as this reunion has been, I believe there’s a burger waiting for you in the dining room.” She all but shooed the young woman into Annabelle’s hands before turning and looking at her wife. “Do you think there’s a chance her mood will improve with her blood sugar?” she tried hopefully.
Savannah let her head fall back in relief as her sister disappeared and Brynn sank down beside her, pressing a kiss into her hair and taking her hand.
“What,” she asked, “the heck is going on?”
“I don’t exactly know.” Savannah looked at her wearily. “The last time I saw her she was this sweet, shy twelve-year-old.”
“She’s none of those things now.”
“You’re not kidding. Ouch!” She winced, and Brynn sat bolt upright. “No, it’s fine, just a kick to the ribs.”
“All the kids in your bloodline have a real attitude,” Brynn told her. “Any chance we can ask Lane to babysit a twenty-four-year-old?”



Chapter Two
“Last one out is a rotten dinosaur egg!” Lane dove down and swam along the bottom of the pool toward the stairs. To their right, Tucker was swimming his heart out. Lane stayed underwater, turning a couple of slow somersaults before surfacing with a spray of water right beside the five-year-old as they hit the first step together, making him shriek.
“Noooo!” Tucker splashed and jumped his way up the stairs as Lane pretended to lose. “Yessss!” The little boy did a cocky victory dance. “You’re the rotten egg!” he shouted gleefully. Lane made a show of sniffing at their own armpits.
“Gross.” They grinned. “Alright, dry up.” They tossed Tucker a towel. Lane dried off next to him. The day was disgustingly hot, but the air on their bare chest felt incredible. After years of wearing binders, they still couldn’t believe the delicious relief top surgery had brought them. They couldn’t help but grin as they looked down at the now well-healed scars and the neatness of their strong pectoral muscles. It almost seemed like a shame to throw a t-shirt on, but they had to get out of the heat and Annabelle always insisted on proper clothing etiquette in the house. They tugged a t-shirt over Tucker’s head too, for good measure.
The blazing sun was so strong that both Tucker and Lane’s board shorts were practically dry by the time they reached the side door. Lane had glanced through the main doors and clocked Brynn and Savannah in some kind of intense conversation in the living room and decided they might appreciate a few more minutes without their son hijacking the situation as only a five-year-old could. Instead, they ducked through into the dining room. Tucker ran straight to Annabelle next door in the kitchen.
“Burgers!” he shrieked with anticipation. Lane was more taken by the person eating the burger.
“Holy shit,” they said. It was like a science fiction movie. Lane’s boss had somehow morphed from a heavily pregnant, polished, rich woman into a grubby young girl.
“What?” She gave Lane a firm stare in return, despite the burger sauce running down her wrist. “Who are you?”
“I’m Lane. I’m the nanny. Are you like, Savannah’s secret love child from back in the day or what?”
“What? Gross! I’m Cassidy.” She frowned as Lane looked blank. “Her sister? And we hardly look alike,” she said adamantly, as if insulted by the idea of looking like a woman who appeared yearly in People Magazine’s
Most Beautiful list.
Lane examined her. You would pick them as sisters from a mile away, but there were differences. Cassidy was pale where Savannah was golden, her hair was lighter and longer and their mouths were different shapes. Their eyes though…
Lane suddenly realized the girl was giving them the same assessing stare, only with an edge of confusion. They waited. You could learn a lot about a person by the way they behaved about now, and Lane was curious.
“Are you a boy or a girl?” she blurted, as she took in Lane’s increasingly firm - but only 5’6” - frame, their short dark swooping haircut, their strong jaw but soft, smooth skin, the board shorts and fitted t-shirt. Lane shrugged. There were definitely much better ways to go about it, but it was blunt and to the point.
“Neither,” they said simply. “My pronouns are they/them.”
The girl gave them a glare before rolling her eyes.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Lane stared at her flatly.
“Cool, well, you’re an asshole, so I won’t say it’s nice to meet you. Are there any more burgers left or did you hoover them all?”
“Are you allowed to call your boss’s sister an asshole?” the girl asked. Lane couldn’t tell if she was actually curious or attempting to be threatening. In response, they wandered through the kitchen and popped their head through to the living room, where Savannah and Brynn were sitting side by side on the couch, looking faintly shell-shocked.
“Hey Savannah,” Lane said, loud enough to be heard in the next room. “You know your sister is here and she’s kind of a dick, right?”
Savannah looked up.
“Is she being rude to you? Because I literally just told her she can only stay here if she keeps a lid on the attitude,” she called, clearly aiming for the dining room.
“Yeah, I think she’s still working on that.”
“Cassidy, cut the crap.” Savannah’s voice was crisp and fierce. Lane was pretty sure they’d die if Savannah ever used that tone on them.
Brynn raised her eyebrows at them, checking in. Lane shrugged. They’d dealt with a lot worse.
Back in the dining room, Cassidy’s back was stiff as Lane helped themself to a burger. They could hear Tucker chatting away to Annabelle in the next room and Lane was about to go join him when the girl spoke up.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice flat. Lane looked at her. They weren’t sure if she was sincere or just trying not to get kicked out. They were pretty sure it was the latter, but as they looked at Cassidy, they noticed other things: the slight rip in the neck of her dress, the weariness and wariness of her eyes, the thinness of her wrists.
“Whatever.” Lane shrugged. They sat down opposite her, still curious to finally get to suss out a member of Savannah’s long estranged family. “So what brings you here?” Lane asked. Cassidy hesitated, the remains of her burger halfway to her mouth. Lane gave her a longer look and hazarded a guess. “Trouble at home?”
“You could say that.”
“Huh. That sucks, I’m sorry.” Lane couldn’t help but empathize with that one. “You’ll be okay though, you know. Savannah will look out for you.”
“You’re on the bandwagon too, huh?” Cassidy took another bite and chewed.
“What?”
“Savannah the princess, Savannah the great, Savannah the saint.”
“Whoa. Why the hate?”
“It’s not hate.” Cassidy licked her fingers as the burger disappeared. “I just see her for who she really is, unlike everyone that’s always fawning around her. Including you, apparently.”
“Wow, you’ve really got everything all figured out, don’t you?” Lane took a swig of sweet tea. Cassidy might be pretty, but she was in no way fun to be around. They stood up. “Well, enjoy eating Savannah’s food and having Savannah’s safe roof over your head. You’ve got sauce in your hair, by the way.”
Cassidy flushed in annoyance.
“Who is that?” Tucker appeared beside them, staring. Unlike Cassidy, he looked nothing like his mother, except in certain gestures or expressions, like when he smiled. His dark straight hair was long and shaggy, his limbs thin and gangly. People who didn’t know always assumed that Brynn was his biological parent. Cassidy’s face actually softened as she looked down at the curious child.
“That,” Lane told him, “is your aunt. But she’s in a real mood, so you can meet her when she’s had a moment to reflect.” They grabbed Tucker’s hand and whisked him away.

Cassidy soaked in the big white bathtub in the ensuite of the guest room Annabelle had led her to. She ducked her head under the water, letting the road dirt and grime of her bad day soak away. It was only now, with a door closed between her and the world, that she finally let the tears fall.
“Get it together,” she ordered herself as the sobbing finally subsided. “Stop blubbering like a stupid baby.”
The scolding worked. She scrubbed her face with wet hands and sighed, contemplating the bathroom around her and the bedroom beyond. It was huge. It was beautiful. Cassidy genuinely didn’t care. All that mattered was that she was safe, she was out of it all, and she was alone.
Despite her anger and resentment, seeing Savannah had shaken her to her core. For so long she’d nurtured the fantasy of coming face-to-face with her sister and watching her perfect face fall as she realized her mistakes. And yet when the famous sibling was finally in front of her - glowingly pregnant, radiant with luxury and her eyes full of tears at the sight of her little sister - Cassidy had lost the moral high ground by coming across like a petty brat.
It was mortifying. She wanted so badly to prove her righteous point, but Savannah had all but refused to fight her, denying her the explosion she had hoped for. Add in the emotions of her hideous day, and she’d practically cried and begged to stay with her. God. Between Savannah’s snooty authority as she lectured her on her attitude and her wife’s ridiculous over-protective support, Cassidy had felt reduced to a child all over again.
She’d taken her humiliation out on the nanny. Of course Savannah would have a cool, trendy nanny who wasn’t a boy or a girl. It was so fitting for her rich and famous, edgy lifestyle and so predictable Cassidy wanted to scream. It was just unfortunate that Lane actually seemed like the one person who might genuinely bring themselves to care about what had happened to her, and Cassidy hadn’t been able to snap out of her shitty feelings to respond in any way other than what Lane had correctly identified her as: an asshole.
Too much of an asshole to be trusted to speak with her own damn nephew, as it turned out. Cassidy saw herself through the eyes of someone entrusted to care for a young child and felt a wave of shame. Well, too bad. She wasn’t here to build relationships. She would get what she came for and then she’d leave. Cassidy lay back in the bath and tried to figure out a plan.

Dinner that night was a tense affair. Savannah remembered waking that morning and looking forward to a blissful day with her family as they finished settling back into their routines before the whole circus creaked to life again the following week. She’d yawned and stretched and kissed her wife, then Tucker had barrelled into their room to jump in the bed with them. She’d leaned against the pillows, gazing at the two people she loved the most and felt the slow roll in her abdomen as the baby awoke too. In that moment, it had seemed like her blessings were truly too many to count.
She’d never have dreamed that by evening, they’d all be sitting rigidly around the outdoor table as the sunset faded, making awkward small talk with a little black storm cloud seated amongst them.
“Chicken?” Brynn offered the plate toward Cassidy, who shook her head silently. She’d filled her plate with nothing but potato salad and was eating at such a rate that Savannah eyed her thin frame with new alarm. She was dying for Cassidy to unburden herself and explain why she’d turned up on their doorstep. Until then, Savannah’s active imagination was working overtime, each scenario worse than the last. She also badly wanted Cassidy to spell out why the hell she was so damn angry at her.
Savannah had done her best, hadn’t she? She’d left home - at her parent’s behest - when she was seventeen years old. Cassidy had been just three, the child born to their mother’s marriage to Savannah’s stepfather Randy. One of her biggest heartbreaks was leaving her youngest sibling behind at an age that she knew she would not be remembered.
The next time she’d seen her was the first and only time she’d seen her family since they’d expelled her. They’d had intermittent contact in the intervening years, but it had been clear that her family still viewed her by the terms her mother had hurled at her as a teenager - sinner, pervert, against God - and so Savannah had tried to guard her broken heart and fragile sense of self by staying away. But a few years later when her success arrived - suddenly elevating her status and her financial position light years from what she’d grown up with - she knew she could never sleep under some fancy roof knowing her own family barely had food on the table.
She’d spent one week with her mother, shopping for a home for her, Savannah’s stepfather and young Cassidy. Her two brothers were in their twenties by then and out of home, so Savannah made sure they were set up too, but Cassidy had been just twelve. She’d blushed and stuttered in Savannah’s presence and Savannah had done what she could to try to put her little sister at ease. But when the week ended - the house and new car signed over and the monthly stipend set up with her accountant - her mother informed her that now that her duty was being fulfilled to her family and Savannah was married to a man, they had decided to forgive her for her sins if she would just repent them.
Savannah had politely informed them she was still, in fact, bisexual, and that she had no wish to be forgiven for that. Then she’d walked away feeling as bruised as her stepfather’s idea of discipline had always left her as a child. There was no discussion of any need for forgiveness on that end.
She’d had a phone call with her mother twice a year, every year for the last twelve years, briefly checking if all was well, paying for miscellaneous requirements without question and that was the extent of the relationship. They did not ask to meet her son. They did not offer support during her incredibly public and traumatic divorce. They certainly did not offer congratulations when she remarried this summer. But Savannah checked in just the same.
It had been during one of these conversations almost seven years ago that she’d tried to push the college option for Cassidy. Her mother had told her that Cassidy was simply not interested. Savannah had offered to come and talk with her in person, steeling herself for the prospect of seeing her family again, despite everything in her own life beginning to fall apart. Her mother had rejected the offer in no uncertain terms.
Which brought them to today, when a mysteriously pissed off adult Cassidy had materialized at her front gate with no warning and still no explanation.
“Can we talk?” she asked Cassidy as the meal ended and the table was cleared.
“Here it is,” muttered her little sister. “The catch for letting me stay.”
“Well, yeah.” Savannah shrugged mildly. “We’re sharing a home and I’d like a conversation with you so I can understand what’s going on.”
“And I’d rather not.” Cassidy gave an exaggerated mimic of her shrug. She stood up abruptly and pushed back her chair, disappearing into the house. Savannah leapt - rather, she tried to leap, but it was more of a slow heave - out of her chair to follow her. Brynn laid her hand on her arm.
“Just let her be,” she suggested. “Let her sleep off her day and try again in the morning.”
Savannah sank back into her seat. Brynn was right. She looked at her wife and smiled a tired smile, grateful for her steady presence. She looked across the table at her son, merrily spooning the remains of ice cream into his mouth, clearly untroubled by the appearance of a new grouchy relative, then at Lane, who was looking thoughtful.
“Well,” she said. “This is going to be an adventure.”



Chapter Three
The next morning Cassidy awoke feeling simultaneously rested and troubled. At first, she didn’t know where she was. Then, feeling the softness of the big white bed beneath her, she buried into the buttery soft sheets, reveling in the peace and safety of her surroundings. It only lasted a moment before the previous day leapt into her mind and a tsunami of rage, fear and humiliation swept through her. She lay rigid for several minutes, before the plan she’d cobbled together last night returned and a new sense of confidence propelled her up and out of bed.
Freshly showered, her hair smooth and fragrant, clean - if slightly crumpled - clothes on, she ventured out of her bedroom into the wide hall outside her door. She’d known her sister was seriously rich, but it was a whole other thing to experience it directly. Glimpsing the house as she’d walked the long drive yesterday had just about given her a heart attack. Not only was it massive, but it was the strangest house she’d ever seen - more glass than walls, glowing in the afternoon sunlight, held together with slabs of polished concrete.
From the glassed in hall she could see out over the big sparkling swimming pool, to the green fields and vineyard beyond. Holy shit, was that - yes - horses grazed about a mile from the house. Savannah had horses too? Of course she did. Cassidy located the stairs and found her way to the ground floor.
For the first twelve years of her life, Cassidy had lived in a cabin just behind a trailer park. They’d had no heating or cooling and no indoor plumbing. Sometimes there was food and sometimes there was not. It all depended on Randy. Randy was her dad, but Cassidy had long ceased to call him that. Some weeks he worked, some weeks he disappeared, returning angry and defensive, and if there was food at all, it was because her mother had managed to figure things out around him. Her mother was sometimes banned from employment at all - her place was at home to be a wife and mother - and sometimes berated for not working hard enough to bring in cash. Cassidy, on the other hand, had secretly gone to work at age eleven, skipping a day of school each week to wash dishes and spirit the handful of cash to her mother so they could eat.
Then, one day, when Cassidy was not quite in her teens, Savannah had swooped in, plainly dressed but still looking somehow expensive. She’d been beautiful, kind, effortlessly cool, a successful country singer, with money and fame. After years of hearing of her sister only as a cautionary tale, Cassidy had been completely star struck. Seemingly within moments, Savannah had them installed in a real house two neighborhoods over. There’d been two whole stories, a big green lawn, a flower garden out the front and Cassidy had her own bedroom, neat and clean and as large as the entire cabin had been. She’d started a new school, with new clothes and made new friends; food stayed on the table and the lights stayed on. For a time, things were good. She couldn’t wait to see Savannah again, to ask her advice about life, go and see her perform on a big stage, visit her in her fancy house… but Savannah had never once returned.
Then the bad times had hit and Cassidy began to finally see the wreckage Savannah had truly wrought upon their lives.
It was hard not to feel bitter as she slid the huge glass door aside to slip out into the already warm morning air and see the sparkling pool and immaculate grounds up close. Savannah had certainly spared no expense on herself, that was for sure.
The grass was soft and velvety under her bare feet and she padded past the pool and over the lawns until she found the meandering path that led through the fields. She heard a horse whinny and picked up her pace until she was leaning on her arms on the wooden fence rail, a beautiful chestnut gelding raising his head to look at her. She held out her hand and he leisurely paced toward her, his soft nose whiffling around her, clearly looking for treats.
She produced the apple she’d stolen from the kitchen on her way through, and he happily demolished it with a noisy, juicy crunch before letting her pat his warm neck and scratch his face.
“Finally making a friend, huh?”
Cassidy looked up at the wry voice and saw Lane had materialized in the sunlight. They, she told herself, scrunching her nose. They had clearly been on an early morning run, a sheen of exertion lighting up their tanned skin, their gray muscle t-shirt sticking slightly to their chest. She’d been dismissive of their identity yesterday and part of her couldn’t help but try to examine them for a definitive masculine or feminine feature that would allow her to put them in a neat box she understood. Overall, Lane seemed mostly masculine from their flat, sculpted looking chest and firm musculature, but there was femininity too, in their still slender body shape, height, and the smoothness to their features. She couldn’t help agreeing with Lane’s assessment: they didn’t really seem like a boy, nor remotely like a girl.
“I’m sorry,” she blurted, her hand still on the horse’s warm neck. “I was rude to you yesterday.” She found herself wanting to explain that she hadn’t been herself, that she wasn’t generally a rude person, that she hadn’t, and maybe still didn’t understand. But the words all stuck in her throat.
Lane drifted closer. Their eyes were a warm caramel brown, and while their features were smooth, their jaw was strong and square with the faintest hint of stubble. Cassidy could smell their light clean sweat, and to her surprise, she kind of liked it.
“You were a real dick,” they agreed lightly. “Not that it gives you the excuse, but I figure you were having a bad day?” They looked her in the eye and Cassidy turned back toward her horse buddy, who was losing interest in her affection now she no longer was producing treats.
“Not the greatest,” she mumbled, turning away from the fence. She started on the path back to the house and to her surprise, Lane fell into pace alongside her. “You’re a runner?” she asked to change the topic. She sensed Lane side-eye her, but they didn’t push.
“Kinda,” they responded. “I have all this physical energy these days, and I just gotta find ways to let it all out or I get antsy.”
“Not exactly a miserable place to run.” She gestured reluctantly at the gorgeous serene grounds.
“It’s beautiful,” Lane agreed. “Though too damn hot. Personally, I like it better when we make it to Vermont for the winter. The house there is in the woods - it’s like we’re the only people on the damn planet.”
“Savannah has more than one house like this?” Cassidy felt nauseated.
“She has like, five.” Lane laughed. “One is in Portugal for when we tour Europe, and there’s a townhouse in New York and a place in LA - in Malibu - that she bought when she met Brynn. Then there’s a stack of random apartments, mostly for her employees and entourage to stay in. She’s like, a total mogul,” they said fondly.
“God, it makes me sick,” Cassidy whispered. “Who the hell needs that many houses? What is wrong with her?”
“I mean, it’s pretty low-key honestly considering the amount of money she has.” Lane shrugged. They caught the look on Cassidy’s face. “She gives huge amounts to charity too, you know. There’s like a whole foundation that’s just devoted to giving her cash away and generating more cash for good causes.”
“I know, she’s a saint, I get it.”
“You’ve really got a bee in your bonnet about her, don’t you?” they said mildly.
“You would too, if she was your sister.”
“Because she’s rich and famous and you’re not?” Lane sounded curious.
“I’m not that petty.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s because she’s a fake. She acts like she’s this sweet angel with her concern and her charities, and her Instagram image, all pure and loving…”
“And you think she’s putting that on? Have you literally not seen her with her wife and kid?”
“Ugh.” Cassidy winced. “And of course, on top of that now she’s all cool and edgy and married to a woman. Give me a break.”
“Are you for real?” Lane stopped still. “You think she’s deciding to be queer for popularity? In Tennessee? Are you literally on drugs right now?”
“Oh, I grew up poor and rural, so I’m a crackhead now?”
“Oh, come on, Cassidy.” Lane looked actually angry. “You can’t possibly be as naïve as you’re making out to be. What are you, like eighteen, nineteen? You should know more about the world than that.”
“I’m twenty-four!” she practically shouted. “At least, I will be in August. And it’s not being naïve, it’s being realistic. She’s not a lesbian, she’s bisexual,” she pointed out. “She could have picked being with a man and she didn’t. It’s super convenient, don’t you think, that just after she abandoned country music for the mainstream, she started living this totally woke life?”
The look Lane gave her made her stomach clench. For a minute, it looked like they were about to storm off without a word, but they took a deep breath in and let it out in a steady stream.
“You know what I hope for you?” Their voice was low and their eyes steady. “I hope you find a way to open your eyes. I hope you decide to learn something for your damn self, instead of swallowing that poisonous garbage for the rest of your life. And I hope you get to know your sister. Because you are missing out.”
Lane walked away.
Cassidy tried to shake the tension from her shoulders as she continued back towards the house, Lane already fifteen feet ahead. She watched as they turned left at the pool and entered the guesthouse. She’d wondered if anyone lived there, secretly having had her eye on it for herself.
So Lane was also prone to sanctimonious lectures, that was just great. Clearly they were under Savannah’s spell, and of course, on her very extensive payroll. She was irritated to find that Lane’s words had gotten under her skin. She’d never experienced conflict where someone didn’t just shout at her and it had thrown her. And that line about learning for herself? That was incredibly condescending. She’d done nothing but learn for herself, thank you very much.
Was everyone here planning on underestimating her forever? She’d soon take care of that.

It was already warm enough that Savannah felt wilted when she’d ventured outdoors to eat breakfast with Tucker. Brynn was still in the gym and seeing Lane duck into the guesthouse after their morning run made Savannah green with jealousy. She’d exercised as long as she could into her pregnancy, but now the giant bump she was sporting, combined with the intense heat outdoors, meant a swim was the only movement she could make. It wasn’t remotely the same as a good long run though, and she felt the impact on her mental state, missing the flex of her legs and the feeling of escaping into the wild. As soon as this baby was out, they’d go on long walks back in nature together and she’d start to feel properly herself again.
Speaking of her mental state…Cassidy appeared on the lawn and approached the table on the patio, looking determined. She looked fresher, her long hair in an elaborate braid, her gray dress neat.
“Good morning,” Savannah greeted her sister cautiously, hoping they’d have a fresh start.
“Morning,” she replied, her tone even. So far, so good. “I met one of your many horses.” She took a seat across from them.
“Which one?” Tucker piped up.
“The chestnut gelding in the first field.”
“Spiderpig Superstar!” he exclaimed, pumping his fist into the air. Cassidy blinked, midway through pouring herself a bowl of cereal.
“Or Jasper, as I call him,” Savannah added with a smile. “He’s a lovely boy. Do you ride?”
“A little,” she said, adding milk and picking up her spoon. “Just my friend’s horses, that is.” Savannah wasn’t sure if there was a complaint in there somewhere, but she decided she was reading into it.
“You’re welcome to ride him,” she offered. “Lane might take you. I’d offer to go myself, but…” she gestured ruefully down at the swell of her belly. “And Brynn is not a horse person.”
“I have a functioning brain, that’s why.” Her wife slid into a seat next to her, freshly showered and looking good enough to eat. “I’m capable of assessing risk, and climbing on a thousand pound beast with sharp rocks for feet is not for sensible people.”
“But surfing in deep ocean where man-eating sharks live passes your rigorous risk assessment?” Savannah raised her eyebrows.
Brynn scoffed, but reached down to squeeze her knee. She knew how much Savannah fretted when she surfed any more than twenty feet from the shore. Savannah could frolic in the waves with the best of them, but the idea of empty ocean beneath her feet terrified her. Brynn, however, was a Californian beach babe through and through. Personally, Savannah preferred her safe and sound in landlocked Tennessee.
“Pfft, that’s nothing. Those horses have far worse teeth.” Brynn widened her eyes in horror.
“You’re ridiculous,” she informed her wife fondly. Two years together and Brynn was still adamantly not a country girl, despite their surroundings.
“Your face is ridiculous.” Brynn smirked like a five-year-old and Tucker - an actual five-year-old - giggled and high-fived her. She stole a kiss to revoke the tease and Savannah’s body instantly reminded her that yesterday they’d been interrupted on their way to an afternoon quickie, then she’d been too thrown by her sister’s arrival to be in the mood for anything more than a freaked out debrief when they’d finally made it to bed. She tried to calculate exactly how soon she could put that teasing mouth to good use.
“You’re such a great role model for our child,” she attempted to grouse, but it came out like a flirt. Brynn batted her eyelashes innocently at her, which - ridiculously - only made her want her more.
Cassidy was looking quizzically from one to the other, and Savannah coughed and straightened in her chair.
“Can I be excused?” begged Tucker, looking over to where Lane was coming out of their door to start the day.
“Let Lane have a minute to themself, kid,” Brynn suggested. Tucker adored his nanny and while Savannah knew it was mutual, she always worried about burning Lane out. Lane looked up and waved and then gestured at Tucker to race them. Tucker leapt out of his chair and hurtled his small frame across the lawn, his head start useless as Lane easily lapped him, then pretended to fall just before the fence line.
She glanced at Cassidy, who was watching the action curiously. She’d dreamed of getting to share her son with her sister, but she’d never thought it would actually happen. She wasn’t sure this was exactly how it should feel, though.
“Are you up for a conversation this morning?” she said gently, and her sister’s wary gaze jerked back to her. Cassidy’s spine straightened.
“Actually, yes, I am,” she said firmly.
“Oh, that’s great,” Savannah said, trying to hide her surprise.
“I’d like your help,” Cassidy announced, clearly planning to take the lead in the discussion. “I’ve been thinking about my options and I’d like you to help set me up in the music industry.”
Savannah blinked.
“I see,” she said slowly. “In what capacity?”
“I’d like to be a country singer,” she said confidently, and Savannah’s heart sank. She felt Brynn shift beside her.
“Is that why you’re here? You think I can fast track you to fame?”
“Sure.” Cassidy shrugged. “I’m talented, but I’m also your sister. That should be worth something.” For once, said her face.
“Cassidy.” Savannah took a breath, steadying herself. “You can’t just decide to be a country singer-”
“Why not? You did.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “And I worked at it, learned everything I could, tried and failed and tried some more. And then I got lucky…exceptionally lucky.”
“Lucky for me, I don’t have to go down that road. Savannah Grace’s sister. That’ll open every door I need.” Her nonchalant demeanor made Savannah’s hands itch.
“Why do you want this?” she asked helplessly.
“Why do you think?” Her sister’s eyes flashed angrily. “Look around.” She gestured at the house and the surrounding estate. “I want what you’ve got. Fame, money, more fame, more money.” She threw up her hands. “Then I won’t be reliant on you.”
Savannah’s shaky hold on her own equilibrium finally cracked.
“That’s not what being an artist is about! You make music because you love music, because you have to, because your soul dies if you don’t! It’s not some easy track to get rich!”
“You don’t even know if I love music!” cried Cassidy. “You don’t know anything about me!”
“You literally just told me you just want fame and money.” She gritted her teeth. “For god’s sake, Cassidy. Go to college! It’s not too late. I will pay to send you wherever you want, to study whatever you want. You can do anything you like after that.”
“Of course you’d jump at the opportunity to send me away.” Cassidy glared. “I don’t want to go to college; I want to be a country singer. Stop being so damn selfish and help me.”
“Do you know how ridiculous you sound?” Savannah despaired. “I’m not going to try to push you into the limelight so you can be some kind of nepo-baby. That’s not how it should work.”
“It is how it works!”
“Well it’s not how I work!” Her voice had gotten loud. Cassidy stood up, her body rigid with anger, her eyes hot with tears.
“Honestly Savannah - fuck y-”
“Hold up, Jamie-Lynn Spears,” Brynn interrupted. “Keep your shit together. You want this so bad, you can come to the studio with me next week. Learn how it’s done.”
Both Savannah and Cassidy froze. Savannah looked at her wife in absolute disbelief. Cassidy looked straight up mystified. Savannah wasn’t sure if Cassidy had even remembered that Brynn was an artist in her own right.
“Okay,” she said stiffly. “I will.” She paused, as if not sure where to turn next. “Thank you,” she added as an afterthought and stalked off into the house without a backward glance for her sister.
“What in the world are you thinking?” Savannah demanded, staring at her wife. Brynn shrugged and picked up her toast.
“Pfft,” she said again. “It’ll be fun. And perhaps little sis will learn a thing or two about the glamorous life of a country artist.”
Savannah contemplated that for a moment. She picked up a sweating glass of iced water and pressed it to her brow.
“Did you literally refer to me as Britney just now?”
“Oh, you wish I did.”



Chapter Four
Lane kept their sunglasses on until the last possible minute, already hating the loss of privacy as soon as they came off their face. Walking the long corridor to class, they were aware of the expectation to meet other people’s eyes, to smile or nod their recognition to other students and honestly, most days, they’d rather chew glass.
The university was mostly closed down over the summer, but Lane’s schedule had always been wildly out of sync. Lane knew full well the only reason the university allowed the extremely unorthodox - and sometimes straight up shambolic - approach to gaining a bachelor’s degree was due to Savannah’s direct influence.
Honestly, the approach had worked for Lane far better than the traditional path ever had. Their freshman year living on campus had been overwhelming in a myriad of ways, not least of which was being the only student they knew who was both previously homeless and non-binary. There was no sorority or fraternity for a student quite like them. Their roommate mostly ignored them, though they overheard her describing them to a friend as ‘super weird and super quiet,’ which, in all honesty, summed up eighteen-year-old Lane pretty well.
It had been one of the strangest experiences in their life to find themself at one of the most prestigious schools in the South after their teen years were spent on the street, in emergency housing and eventually in foster care. Lane had to constantly remind themselves that despite the endless disruption, they’d damn well earned the SAT scores that got them accepted. The tuition fees, on the other hand, had been paid in full by what was loosely termed a “scholarship” from the Rachel Carlson Center.
The RCC was an unassuming-looking building in downtown Nashville, but to those who had cause to know it, it was simply referred to as “the center.” For Lane, the name was apt. When they thought about it, the organization was at the center of their ongoing existence: the very reason they were alive today The center was relatively low profile, but somehow word would always spread through the networks of queer kids who were homeless or at risk of being so. That was how Lane, aged fourteen, had arrived through their doors, finally desperate enough to risk speaking to a grownup about what had happened to them.
Because of the center, Lane had finally found a safe roof over their head, access to medical care and counseling that affirmed them, contact with peers who shared their experience, and eventually, a safely vetted foster family. For three and a half years Lane had lived with Grayson and Hank, a gay couple in their forties who’d not only kept them safe, but loved and supported them in a way Lane had never imagined having in their lifetime. They’d headed overseas to travel the world when Lane went to college, having since settled in Sydney, but they still spoke on the phone a couple of times a year. All three got a kick out of Lane still calling them both “dad”.
While they’d only lived in the emergency accommodation above the center for three months, the organization was still a weekly presence throughout Lane’s teenage life; every Wednesday evening Hank would drop them off for a couple of hours where they’d join for group therapy followed by an art class. One Saturday a month, they’d drop by for a movie night or a cooking class. There were still a couple of friends in Lane’s life today that dated back to those evenings, bonded forever to the first kids like them they’d gotten to know.
It had taken a while to put all the pieces together.
In Lane’s first week living in the center, they’d blinked out of their still bruised and swollen eyes to glumly greet the glamorous blonde who was walking out of the office with Rosalie, the center director. The woman had also dropped by the library later where they were holed up, pretending to read even though their vision was still too blurry. She didn’t say much, just asked who their favorite author was, then calmly promised that Lane was safe there and disappeared.
A year later, Lane was poking through Grayson’s vinyl collection and pulling out a recent album for a band called Twice Struck, they recognised the face of the singer on the cover. Over the years, they increasingly saw that face on television, on billboards, on awards shows and magazine covers. At the end of high school when Rosalie let them know their college fees were to be fully covered by a scholarship they’d never applied for, Lane had pressed until she’d explained the center was fully funded by a wealthy benefactor, one who also felt strongly about education and wasn’t going to let a bright kid miss out on opportunities that could assist them. She’d refused to identify the benefactor, but Lane was pretty sure 2+2=4.
Lane had long decided they wanted to be a teacher. How the hell else could you change the world? They wanted to be part of bringing about a new generation who were open, kind and who wanted to make the world better themselves. But once they started, they quickly fell in love with the really little kids, the kids who didn’t care whether Lane was a boy or a girl or neither, as long as they were kind and fun. Within weeks, they’d switched to early childhood education.
But while they loved the work, the social side of college was a massive struggle. By the end of the first year, Lane felt burned out from deep anxiety and desperately did not want to return. They’d admitted everything to Rosalie, who’d been sympathetic and helped Lane defer their studies, first for one year, and then for another, and another, as they worked as a nanny instead.
Then, one December day, when Lane was at a loose end, Rosalie had set up a meeting with them, in the little room off the main office in the center.
“I’ll be back in a bit,” she promised and disappeared, leaving Lane kicking back in the chair, swinging the front two legs off the ground, as Savannah Grace herself walked in. Lane let the legs back down with a thump.
“Hey, Lane.” She offered a handshake. Lane’s fingers felt clammy all of a sudden. Savannah was beyond gorgeous, and even dressed casually in ripped jeans and a sweater, her star power was slightly overwhelming.
“You’re Savannah Grace,” they observed with wide eyes, brilliantly explaining to the woman her own existence.
“Pleased to meet you, again,” she responded with a smile, as if she actually remembered their brief interaction almost eight years ago. “Rosalie has told me a bit about you over the years. Nothing private-” she jumped in, as if Lane thought Savannah Grace was interested in the contents of their counseling notes. “Just that you’re brilliant, hard-working and good with kids.”
“Uh, thanks.” Lane still felt weird about receiving praise and picked at the side of their fingernail.
“She also told me you’re on the verge of quitting college for good.”
“I’m sorry.” Lane looked up, feeling sick. “I know - at least, I’m pretty sure - you’re the one who paid my tuition fees for me and I appreciate it so much. I don’t want to let anyone down-”
“Lane-” Savannah’s voice was soft. “You’re not letting anyone down. It’s kind of the opposite, actually,” she reassured them. She looked Lane in the eye and announced, “I have a proposal for you.”
“Okay…”
“I need a nanny, like yesterday.” Savannah took a breath and proceeded to tell them the most off the wall story Lane had ever heard.
Her recent nanny had practically let her son drown, so she’d fired her. Then Savannah’s friend (for some reason, this part made the singer flush pink) who happened to be staying with her, had taken over the role as a favor. But then said friend completely out of the blue turned out to be the most stunning singer-songwriter Savannah had ever met. Now Savannah was recording her album and she urgently needed her friend for ‘other things,’ hence the search for a new nanny.
“I see,” said Lane, pretty sure they did, in fact, see. Savannah outlined the details, explaining it would mean a lot of time on the road when she went on tour.
“But,” she said, “the caveat is that we chat to the university and find a way for you to recommence your studies. Part-time, flexibly, distance, even. I know what your SAT scores looked like, and I can’t help thinking that if the world was a better place you’d have a degree already. Anyway, it’s all up to you. If you’re interested.”
Interested? In traveling the world, living on a tour bus, hanging out with a cute kid and a megastar and finding a way to get a qualification that didn’t make them want to die? Lane agreed in a heartbeat.
By day’s end they were swiftly ensconced in an insane mansion, in a gorgeous room, three doors down from Savannah’s own bedroom, a fact the singer profusely apologized for, explaining the house was currently full of musicians and various other apparently essential people, but don’t worry, they’d get their own suite once they headed back to Vermont.
Savannah also introduced them to the interim nanny - the friend, Brynn Marshall - and with one look at the tall, dark, intensely attractive woman who could barely drag her eyes off Savannah for more than three seconds Lane knew they had correctly surmised the situation.
To say life went slightly bananas from there was an understatement. Within days, Savannah and Brynn - who were clearly horribly in love with each other, even back then - had drastically imploded and Lane spent the next year of their life wishing they could bang the two beautiful heads together.
Somehow, somewhere along the line Brynn became kind of their best friend despite their age gap, and while Savannah always perfectly straddled the line between warm, caring and appropriately professionally distant, Lane came to adore her, and not just because of what they owed her. And Tucker? Tucker was the best kid in the universe, and Lane would fight anyone who said otherwise.
Cut to three years after the meeting at the center and Savannah and Brynn were finally married - with a baby on the way, no less - and Lane was still dragging out the last of their degree. It hadn’t been easy, between the hectic touring schedule and all the direct practice in daycare centers and kindergartens Lane had had to catch up with. This, though, was finally it. One last summer semester and they’d have two things to look forward to: a university qualification and never having to walk these halls again.

Once class was over, they ducked out into the corridor as soon as possible. They had it down to a fine art: get there just in time - therefore avoiding pre-class small talk - take a seat near the exit, surreptitiously pack up in the last few minutes of the session, then be the first one out the door. At some point in the last few years, the tactic had become less about social anxiety exactly and more a proactive approach to avoiding interactions with people Lane knew to be low-key hostile.
Okay, so Lane didn’t exactly know their classmates; it was weird free floating between graduating classes, not having consistent peers. But it didn’t matter. It had only taken a handful of conversations over the years to realize that Lane was the square peg in the round hole here. They didn’t understand exactly what it was about being in this particular space - education was radical as far as Lane was concerned - and yet there seemed to be a hell of a lot of traditional worldviews surrounding them here in early childhood education. Lane didn’t need to get into any complex situations with their peers to know they’d act just like Cassidy had: dismissive, disbelieving, disrespectful of the identity Lane had fought so hard to claim.
So they avoided them. Mostly.
“Lane!” The voice followed them out into the corridor. Damnit, they didn’t have their headphones on fast enough to pretend they didn’t hear. “Hey, wait up! Damn, you’re fast.”
“Hey Aria.” They tried not to sigh. “Just on my way out.”
“Got time to grab a coffee? We’ve got to sort out our group project before we run out of time to pick a good subject.” Aria was perhaps a year younger than them, pretty, polished, poised…all things Lane was not. She was also perpetually cheerful, which Lane struggled with. She had sleek black box braids, warm brown skin and her long lashes surrounded big dark eyes that wouldn’t let them escape all that easily.
“You know it’s fine,” Lane tried. “You’ve got a bigger workload than me. I’m happy just to smash it out myself and pop your name on it. I’m a straight-A student, so your GPA won’t suffer, I promise.”
“You know that’s cheating, right?” Aria smiled broadly. “I’m not about that life. Come on, I told Mia I’d be the Lane-wrangler and get you over to Buddies so we can hash it out real quick.” Ignoring Lane’s stiffness, she looped her arm through theirs and practically dragged them across the lawn to the one coffee shop open this semester.
Seated just inside where the AC thankfully roared was a young woman Lane vaguely recognised from class. She too was extremely pretty, with light brown skin - possibly of Mediterranean heritage - and as far as early childhood students went, she was straight up interesting. Tattoos peaked out of one sleeve and traveled down her arm, a small gold septum ring gleamed and her loose curly hair stopped just above her shoulders, dyed a soft mermaid green.
“Oh wow, you managed to catch them,” she enthused to Aria. “I’m a little jealous.” She looked over at Lane with a hint of a tease in her eyes. “It is they/them you use, isn’t it?”
“Ah, yeah,” Lane said, slightly surprised. “And you?”
“Oh, she/her,” Mia said, a small smirk appearing. “Believe me, I am all woman.”
“Oh my god,” Aria rolled her eyes, but Mia ignored her, practically twinkling at Lane, who had no idea what to do with that claim. “Now we’ve got that out the way,” Aria raised her eyebrows higher. “Can we pick a topic?”

On the drive home late that afternoon, Lane reflected. It was - despite their best efforts - the most social they’d been at school in a while. And to their surprise, their classmates were excited about their topic suggestion - gender policing in early childhood - and they’d divvied up the tasks pretty easily. Group projects were about the most painful thing Lane could think of, but while Aria was relentlessly cheerful and Mia was persistently flirtatious, Lane found they didn’t hate the idea of working with either of them.
Pulling into the compound and parking their car, they trudged from the parking garage through the baking heat and over to the guest house by the pool. After a year of employment, Savannah had suggested Lane take the guest house as their own and Lane adored the insane freedom and privilege of basically having their own home. Normally, the guest house would have been saved for important visitors, but Lane was the only permanent live-in employee, and Savannah knew Lane had never had a place of their own before. Even though it, of course, belonged to their employer, walking in the door of their own home at the end of the day never failed to make Lane feel like they’d made it.
The guesthouse was on the other side of the pool from the house and on the way past, Lane spotted Cassidy, sitting hunched alone at the poolside. Despite the insane heat of the day, she was still fully dressed in the same gray dress from this morning, with just her legs in the pool. She looked miserable - flushed and sweaty - and absolutely wilted.
“Why the heck aren’t you swimming?” they asked and her head jerked up.
“Because I don’t want to,” she muttered, paddling her feet glumly.
“Right…” Lane dropped their bag, kicked off their shoes, grabbed their shirt over their head and dove straight into the delicious cool water. They surfaced and blinked the water from their eyelashes. “Just horrible,” they told her, grinning. Cassidy observed them irritably, clear jealousy in her expression.
“I didn’t exactly pack a swimsuit,” she admitted. Lane looked at her.
“I mean, you could just ask for one?”
“I’m hardly the same size as anyone here,” Cassidy said, like Lane was an idiot. It was true that Savannah was - especially now - voluptuous, and Brynn was too tall compared with Cassidy’s slight frame.
“I meant, you know Savannah would get you whatever you wanted, right?”
“Yeah, right. I don’t want her to buy me more stuff. She’s paid for basically my whole life since I was a kid.” She looked inexplicably disgusted.
“Wow, yeah, she’s a real asshole.” Lane shrugged. Cassidy rolled her eyes. It was kind of satisfying for a while, splashing around enjoying the cool water while Cassidy grouched and sweated on the hot stone pool ground. Eventually, though, the ridiculousness of the situation chafed at them. “Oh my god just get in,” they said finally. “Swim in your underwear.”
Cassidy looked like Lane had just indecently propositioned her.
“Oh, sure.” She narrowed her eyes.
“Swim in your stupid dress then,” Lane said, exasperated, “I don’t care. Just stop sitting there like a hot, angry porcupine intent on ruining your own damn day.”
“What’s it to you?” she snapped, but Lane could see the temptation in her eyes.
“Do it.” They drifted closer. “Do it or I’ll pull you in,” they threatened, making as if to reach for Cassidy’s ankle. She squeaked and dodged away. Lane made to reach again and then splash, Cassidy jumped fully dressed into the pool. She slipped straight under the water and popped up gasping, pushing her wet hair out of her eyes, her dress both clinging to her and billowing in the water. She looked like a particularly pretty drowned rat. Lane laughed out loud in glee. “Yes!”
“Argh!” Cassidy tried to fight the smile that was tugging at the corners of her mouth, but lost the battle. “Oh my god that’s good,” she groaned, then kicked up onto her back and floated there.
Lane grinned and ducked back under the water. They resurfaced halfway down the pool and copied her. The two floated in silence in the cool water as the sun finally began to sink behind the hills. Eventually, Lane started to feel pruney. They pulled themselves out of the pool, the stones still baking hot beneath them, the first orange and purple splashes of sunset marking the sky. They looked down. Cassidy looked like a blonde Ophelia, her long hair loosened from her braid and spread out around her, her dress drifting in the water. Her face looked peaceful for once. Lane padded out, leaving her to her thoughts.



Chapter Five
“Alright kid, you ready for this?” Brynn looked at her as the sleek black luxury car pulled up outside the front door, ready to chauffeur them to the studio first thing that Monday morning.
“Do you people do anything for yourselves?” Cassidy was honestly trying to be nice, but they made it so damn difficult sometimes.
Brynn just snorted.
“Have you ever tried to park downtown?” she said, opening the back door to slide in. “You’re welcome to meet us there if your principles are too strong.”
Cassidy sighed and slid in beside her, avoiding her eyes.
“Morning Burt,” Brynn greeted the driver, a solid-looking Black man in his fifties or so, with an impressive mustache.
“Morning!” he replied.
“This is Cassidy, Savannah’s sister,” she introduced. Was she trying to make a point of how nice she was to talk to the help?
“I can see that.” He met her eyes in the rearview mirror with a smile. She made her mouth smile back, but honestly, would everyone please stop comparing her to her sister?
The car rolled down the driveway and out of the gate. Rolling green hills, lush paddocks and the occasional stern looking gated drive were all she saw for miles as they wound their way through the clearly luxurious neighborhood. It was like a small piece of Tennessee was sectioned off just for rich people. She was an interloper - she and everyone else who worked as a driver, a cook or a nanny - briefly allowed entrance, but only in service.
Finally, they hit the outskirts of Nashville and Cassidy’s eyes opened wide as she saw the city properly for only the second time in her life. The first had been a matter of four days ago, when she’d been too stressed, frightened and disorientated to take in much of her surroundings. Now, though, from her cushy seat and tinted window, she was awed. From the towering skyscrapers to the flashy honky-tonks and exotic-looking restaurants, Cassidy wanted to slip out on her plans for the day and just explore. Then she looked down at her plain dress and grubby chucks and wished, just for a moment, that she was different. That she was glamorous and well-dressed like her sister.
Of course, that was what today was all about: a first step in the right direction. Her sister might refuse to help her, but if Brynn would take her out and about, then Cassidy would damn well make the most of it.
They moved through the city to what felt like an almost suburban street, beige office blocks, all vaguely industrial. The car pulled up outside a large, low-set brick building.
“Have a great day, ladies,” Burt told them. He didn’t rush to open the door for them - weren’t drivers supposed to? - so Cassidy pulled it open herself and stepped out onto the pavement.
“Welcome to Music Row,” Brynn announced, spreading her arms wide. She walked up the steps and paused, to let Cassidy follow her through the door. “Maggie!” Brynn greeted the pretty young woman who’d been chatting to the receptionist behind the front desk. On Brynn’s arrival, she’d immediately turned, her warm brown eyes lighting up with happiness. Brynn hugged her tightly, as though they went way back, because of course she did. “Cassidy, this is Maggie Dale; she’d be a great person for you to get to know.” Brynn was enthusiastic, like Cassidy could ever match the earnest glow of either one of these women. “She’s part of my promotion team and can tell you all about getting started in the industry.”
Cassidy muttered an awkward greeting. She didn’t want to be a promoter. She wanted to be where Brynn was: causing a flurry of excitement and action purely by walking in the damn door. While Brynn finished signing them in and catching up, Cassidy turned away to examine the space.
Inside, the building was far slicker than the outside led you to believe. Everything was gleaming, dark, beautiful. And framed upon the walls were the covers of all the albums that had been recorded right here in this building. Cassidy’s jaw dropped. Every country music great was represented. Brynn and Maggie’s voices faded away as Cassidy let herself feel the shiver down her spine at every incredible artist that had walked through the same doors she just had.
“Swiftie?” Brynn asked, noting the album she’d stopped to stare at. Cassidy lifted her chin and knowing she was being mocked, scoffed dismissively.
“No,” she lied.
“You’re missing out.” Brynn shrugged. “That’s a hell of an album.”
Cassidy stared after her as she started down the corridor. She couldn’t work Brynn out. Her sister’s wife was hard to read. She was, Cassidy hated to admit, incredibly cool, with her slouching confidence and easy good looks. She seemed less high maintenance than Savannah and less uptight to boot. Still, Cassidy had been straight up shocked when Brynn had volunteered to take her along where Savannah had refused.
Of course she knew Brynn was also an artist, though not at the stratospheric level her sister was. She’d heard their famous duet a thousand times, the one that had ironically reintroduced Savannah back to the market as a solo artist. Cassidy had always thought it was a weird move, to go from the Savannah and Cole of Twice Struck to Savannah and Brynn of Longing fame, but then again, at least at the time of recording the duet they weren’t a couple. Now, in hindsight, to Cassidy’s eyes, it looked kind of sickening. Still, the song had been the biggest hit of her sister’s career so far and had also launched Brynn Marshall.
Cassidy hadn’t listened to Brynn’s album on principle. Who was she anyway, aside from Savannah’s hot gay trophy wife? It grated even more that while Savannah had refused to use her considerable power to help out her own family member, she’d clearly had no qualms using it to turn her future wife into a star.
Brynn knocked on a large imposing door and entered the room, Cassidy following behind her. Inside was an incredible array of recording and mixing equipment - enough to launch a spaceship - and a large imposing white woman. She was very tall, wearing a stern expression under bright statement glasses, and her head was shaved.
“Greta,” Brynn greeted her warmly, the way she seemed to greet everyone. “This is Cassidy, Savannah’s sister.”
“Yes, I can see that.” Her accent was European. German? She looked somewhere just north of extremely unimpressed by a relative of Savannah’s turning up in the studio and Cassidy steeled herself, trying to figure out how to fight if Greta tried to send her home. “Are we ready to start?” she asked Brynn flatly instead. Brynn nodded.
“We recorded a couple of tracks just before the wedding,” she explained to Cassidy. “Greta wants a redo of the vocals.”
Greta flicked a switch, and Cassidy gasped. A room appeared on the other side of the glass wall in front of the mixing deck. The recording studio itself was dark, opulent and beautiful, lit by huge red fabric lanterns that gave the room a warm, soft glow. Brynn grinned at her awed response.
“Like it?” she asked. Cassidy nodded rapidly. It was stunning and yet incredibly peaceful looking. “Me too,” Brynn sighed. “It’s my favorite studio. Much less confronting than the one Savannah uses.” She shuddered.
“Are we doing this or what?” Greta asked sternly. Brynn pointed at her with a finger gun and stepped immediately through the door. “You, sit there,” Greta addressed Cassidy. “Don’t talk and don’t touch anything.”
Cassidy sat. On the other side of the window, Brynn stepped up to the mic. Immediately, a young guy ran into the room and made a stack of adjustments, fitting her with a set of oversized headphones. Brynn’s usual smile for everyone had disappeared, replaced with a look of deep concentration, clearly getting herself into some kind of zone. She looked over to the sound room and nodded. Greta pressed more buttons and flicked more switches, then suddenly the room swelled with music. Brynn opened her mouth and began to sing along with the backing track.
Cassidy froze still. The voice coming out of the woman behind the glass was… oh god, she had no words for it. The Longing duet had been spectacular, even Cassidy had to admit that, but this? Cassidy had long stopped believing in God, but the sound in the room made her want to fall to her knees. Brynn sang some kind of redemption song, where pain and brokenness lead to home and safety. To her absolute horror, Cassidy felt tears trickling down her face. She couldn’t wipe them in case she drew Greta’s attention, so she let them slide down to the neckline of her dress, glad for once to be invisible.
The song ended. Brynn picked up a bottle of water and took a long drink. Greta leaned over and pressed a button.
“Again,” she said. “From the top.”
Cassidy couldn’t believe it. To her it had sounded note perfect. Brynn just nodded and stepped back up to the mic, and the music flowed once more.
“I was there the first time Brynn sang in a studio,” Greta addressed her out of nowhere. “Personally, I don’t cry, but if I ever did, it would have been then.” She returned her focus to the sound deck.
By the end of the morning, Cassidy wanted to climb the walls. She’d heard the same song, the same vocals, over and over for hours. She had no idea what Greta was hearing that could possibly need correction and she had even less idea how Brynn hadn’t lost her mind and screamed with frustration.
Finally, they broke for lunch.
“Come on, kid, let’s get fed.” Brynn looked a little drained, but otherwise far more upbeat than Cassidy would have been in her shoes. She wanted to protest being called ‘kid’ again, but she was also dying for food.
Brynn led her out the door and into the heat of the day. They walked about half a block before Brynn walked her into a big old diner, with dark hewed floorboards, brown vinyl booth seats, what looked like four thousand craft beers on tap and a small stage which was currently unoccupied, though a big chalk board behind it announced Live Music Tonight! Cassidy gazed at it, her chest getting a little tight.
“They do catering back at the studio, but I figured you might want to see a bit more of the city than just one building,” Brynn told her as they got seated in a booth.
“Thanks,” Cassidy replied in surprise. It was a kind thing to do.
They ordered their food from what seemed to Cassidy to be a wildly excessive menu. Trying to hide how overwhelmed she was, she ordered plain biscuits and gravy, longing for some sense of familiarity and safety. Brynn turned to her and smiled.
“So how did it go with Greta? She talk to you at all?”
“Only a little.” It had literally been the two lines: the warning not to bug her and the acknowledgement of her tears.
“Really? Wow. You’re lucky.” Brynn nodded at her. “The first time I met her, she didn’t address me directly once. Unless you count scaring the pants off me.”
“She’s kind of intimidating,” Cassidy admitted. “Do you have to work with her?”
Brynn looked surprised.
“I’m insanely lucky to have got her. She’s the best in the business. I’m the lowest profile artist she works with by a long shot,” she said easily. “She’s a hard taskmaster, but my album will be ten times what it would have been without her.” She paused. “She still scares the absolute crap out of me though,” she admitted conspiratorially.
Cassidy snorted a small laugh.
“I’m glad it’s not just me then.”
“Oh my god no. You know, she’s half the reason I finally realized your sister was actually into me.” Brynn smiled goofily. “She swooped in to save me from Greta as well as my somewhat Greta-induced panic attack. That had to be love.”
“That was Longing?” Cassidy definitely would rather talk shop than hear loved-up talk of her sister.
“Yeah,” Brynn said. “My first ever time in a studio. I did not cope with it.”
“My sister gave you your big break,” she said pointedly.
“Sure did,” Brynn agreed. “Before I met her, I’d never sung in front of anyone. In fact, before I met her, I thought I hated country music. She forced me out of every single one of my comfort zones.” Brynn got a soft look on her face, thinking about it.
“And she got you your record deal.”
“Yeah. The head of the label turned up to hear Savannah recording, and I was sharing vocals with her that day. Later they offered me the deal, off the back of Longing and a couple of other songs I co-wrote with her.”
“She orchestrated the deal for you, though, right?” Cassidy pushed. She wanted Brynn to see the hypocrisy of Savannah’s actions toward her own sister. To her surprise, Brynn laughed.
“God no. She was solidly not speaking to me at the time.” Cassidy blinked, and Brynn went on. “Don’t worry, I very much deserved it. She was still classy as hell about the deal, though. She didn’t make a fuss about us being label-mates, and in the press she always said generous things about me. But no, me getting a deal was a surprise to both of us.”
“If you’d been together though,” Cassidy pushed, “would she have gotten you a deal?”
Brynn looked reflective.
“I see what you’re getting at,” she looked her directly in the eye. “Yeah, Savannah believed in me as an artist, before anyone else - even me - did. And I suspect that had we been together at the time and I’d told her I wanted to pursue performing, she absolutely would have spoken with her connections about me.”
Cassidy felt vindicated.
“And yet-”
“And yet she hasn’t done the same for you, am I right?” Brynn spread out her hands on the table before her and Cassidy nodded emphatically. “It’s a good point,” she agreed. “But here are the differences.” She raised a finger to count. “One: I was thirty-one to your twenty-three-”
“Twenty-four in August,” Cassidy interrupted. “I’m hardly a child.”
“No. But it’s a rough business and I’d already tried and failed at other careers as I worked out my place in the world. You’re still starting out in life.” She held up a hand to stop her as Cassidy went to protest. “Two: you’re her little sister. The weight of expectation on me was very low; I was just an unknown. You, though, are the younger sibling of a superstar. People would have a lot of preconceived ideas about you.”
“They’d expect me to be great,” Cassidy agreed. “So I’d just have to prove them right.”
“No, they’d expect you to suck.” Brynn was deadly serious and Cassidy flinched. “Savannah was right about the nepo-baby baggage. They’d think you were riding on her famous coattails and skipping over everyone else who had to earn their own dues. Even if you were halfway good, there’s a chance the press and critics would savage you anyway on principle.”
Cassidy swallowed. Riding on Savannah’s coattails to skip the queue was exactly her plan. It would be stupid not to. Wouldn’t it?
Brynn watched her face for a moment as she saw the reality of that land. She smiled at her comfortingly.
“Of course, there’s also reason number three: she hasn’t even heard you perform. Yet.”



Chapter Six
Savannah ached. Her feet ached, her legs ached, her lower back particularly ached. She still had almost three months to go. She remembered the neat, cute little bump she’d had when she’d been pregnant the first time, with Tucker. This time around, at the age of thirty-eight and with her muscles already stretched, she felt gigantic. She pushed her way out the glass doors onto the patio and felt the wave of evening warmth rush to embrace her.
“Mama!” Tucker raced up and barrelled into her at top speed, wrapping his arms around her body and pushing his face against the top of the bump. Savannah swayed on her feet to stay upright.
“Honey.” She sucked in a breath and brushed his hair out of his eyes. “You gotta go easy on mama remember? There’s a big ole baby in here,” she pointed to the bump.
“Hi baby!” he greeted, unperturbed. Savannah wondered if he had any idea how much upheaval was coming for him. He’d start kindergarten in the fall, not long after he became a big brother, and would have to start sharing his parents - as well as his beloved Lane - with a small, demanding human. Her heart ached for the small boy who’d been the center of everyone’s worlds. She knew it would be good for him, especially in the long run, but in the short term, all she felt was guilt and grief for her first baby.
“Kid!” Lane caught up. “No more jumping on your mama! Jump on me if you gotta jump!” Tucker giggled. “Are you okay?” they asked her, looking concerned. “That looked like a hard hit.”
“We’re fine,” Savannah reassured them, patting her belly where the baby had definitely just woken up. She could feel them hiccuping. They both took a seat at the outdoor table, while Tucker did laps of the patio in the gently fading light, playing some kind of complicated game and chatting to himself.
“How are you doing?” Lane asked. They had treated Savannah like she was made of literal glass as soon as she and Brynn had broken the news to them. From the very beginning, they’d run around opening doors and offering to get her glasses of water constantly, even when all Savannah felt was low-grade nausea and exhaustion. Their solicitousness had only increased as the pregnancy progressed and while the sweetness of it was touching, Savannah occasionally felt like she needed to remind Lane that she was not their job.
“I’m good.” She smiled. Lane cocked their head, clearly not believing her and she sighed. “I’m exhausted,” she admitted. “Everything hurts and I hardly sleep at night. Then when I do…wild dreams.”
Around them the fields were lush and quiet and the linden trees planted as a windbreak along the east of the property whispered softly, their scent filling the air. The sky was streaked with pink and the cricket chorus sang.
“That sucks,” Lane said. “Starting T gave me wild dreams. They settled down after a few weeks, but for a while it felt like staying awake would be more relaxing.”
“Right?” Savannah emphasized. “I feel like I spend my whole night in some kind of surrealist movie theater. Then I wake up like what is going on with my brain?”
“Are you telling Lane about all your sex dreams?” Brynn arrived, and Savannah turned and shot her a look.
“I was telling them about my crazy dreams,” she corrected. “I said nothing about sex dreams!” She noticed Lane looking away and trying not to laugh.
“Mmhmm.” Brynn grinned unrepentantly and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. As she took a seat next to her, Savannah caught her mouthing sex dreams at Lane and elbowed her.
Annabelle bustled to the table bringing out piles of BBQ that their chef, Christos had prepared. The delicious smells made her belly grumble, which in turn made the baby kick. She winced. She looked up to see Lane watching her, so she gave them a reassuring smile.
As the meal was being served up, Cassidy materialized as a small figure coming up the track through the fields, then arrived and took her seat at the table.
“Hey,” Savannah greeted her sister. “How was your day at the studio?”
Cassidy took a long time replying, and for a moment, Savannah thought she was being ignored.
“Great,” she said tightly. Apparently, that was all she had to say on the subject. Savannah dug.
“What did you think of Brynn’s track?”
This seemed to give her real pause.
“It was great,” she said reluctantly. Savannah had heard early versions of it and knew it was approximately twelve thousand miles past great.
“And what did you think of Greta?” she tried. Cassidy gave her a flat, angry look.
“Great,” she almost spat.
“Is something the problem?” Savannah felt beyond weary. She didn’t want to fight with Cassidy, or anyone, but her sister seemed as always to be spoiling for it.
“No,” she replied shortly. “Just you.”
Both Brynn and Lane put down their forks. Savannah sighed.
“Okay,” she said, after she’d managed to bite down about eight angry responses. “How have I put my foot in it now?”
“Now?” Cassidy glared. “Really? Aside from point-blank refusing to help out your own flesh and blood? You know what Brynn pointed out today? You haven’t even heard me sing. You can’t even be bothered to do that.”
“Now, wait a minute-“ Brynn held up a hand.
“Cut it out!” Lane’s voice cut through as they shoved back their seat and stood up, every line of their body tense. “I don’t know if you even believe your own bullsh- BS, Cassidy, but I don’t think it actually matters.” Their usually warm brown eyes were blazing. Savannah was gobsmacked. In the years they’d been together, she had never once seen Lane anything worse than mildly grouchy.
“Oh sure,” Cassidy looked slightly electrified. “Tell me what matters,” her voice was tight and sarcastic.
“What matters,” Lane growled, their voice low, “is that you come here, into Savannah and Brynn’s home, where they give you shelter and safety and a place to land, and how do you repay it? You disrespect them, their identities, and their love. You treat your pregnant sister like she’s a punching bag. And you do all that in front of their child - your five-year-old nephew. Is that the kind of person you want to be? Because I can tell you right now, that’s not the kind of person anyone wants to be around.”
Cassidy looked shaken. She lifted her head and appealed to Savannah.
“Are you just going to sit there and let them talk to me like that? The help?”
Savannah sat bolt upright, despite the ache in her spine.
“Lane,” she said firmly, “is family. And believe me when I say you better get used to that fact.”
Cassidy flushed.
“Great,” she said. “They’re all your family. Except, apparently, for me.” A moment later, the door slammed behind her as she ran into the house.
Lane paused. They stood for a moment longer, wincing and shaking their hands and arms like trying to rid their body of anger. Then they took their seat at the table.
“I’m sorry,” they muttered. “I was out of line. I can go try to talk to her?”
“No,” Brynn and Savannah said simultaneously.
“It’s cool, Lane,” Brynn added. “I know you were just trying to defend us.”
“I’m sorry,” they said again. “I just get mad when someone messes with-”
“Your family,” said Brynn softly. Lane swallowed audibly, biting down emotion.
“Yeah,” they said quietly. “I mean, especially when they’re pregnant.”
Savannah found herself blinking back tears. She knew enough of Lane’s story to see the fear that lay beneath the protectiveness. They’d already lost one family; they were terrified of anything that might cause the loss of another. Even just a routine pregnancy. She heaved herself to her feet and walked over to where Lane sat. She leaned down and dropped a kiss on the top of their head.
Then she waddled inside to go and find her sister.

“Cassidy?” She knocked on the bedroom door. “Come on, Cass, let me in.”
“Don’t call me that,” came the low voice from the other side. Savannah decided to take that as an invitation and opened the door and stepped in. Her sister was on her bed, leaning against the wall, curled in on herself. She looked about twelve. Gingerly, Savannah sat on the edge of the mattress.
“What’s going on?” she asked as gently as she could. “What happened? Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you came to me, but please can you tell me,” she practically begged, “what made you leave?”
Tears were sliding down Cassidy’s face.
“You honestly can’t think of a reason?”
Savannah frowned and shook her head, and Cassidy scoffed through her tears.
“Please. Randy never hit you?” she said flatly. Savannah went rigid.
“Cassie,” she whispered. “He hurt you too?”
Her sister looked at her for a beat. Then she lifted the hem of her loose cotton shirt and lifted it. Savannah gasped. In the center of her abdomen bloomed the fading remains of a ferocious bruise, still purple in the center, bleeding to green then red. It was about the size of a large male fist.
“No.” Savannah felt her face crumple. She reached for her sister, but Cassidy jerked out of her reach and Savannah’s hands fell uselessly beside her. “Honey, I’m sorry,” her voice broke, “I didn’t know.”
“You did though. You talked in the media about him being violent. You knew this whole time what he was like.”
“I thought it was because I was his step-kid.” She raised her wet eyes to look sorrowfully at her sister. “Cassie, he doted on you as a child. I thought he hit me because I wasn’t his, and because he knew he couldn’t control me. I never dreamed he would hurt you.”
“And when I grew up and I wasn’t a cute little toddler anymore?” Cassidy said miserably. “You left me with him. You didn’t come back for me.”
Tears streamed down her face, a terrible shame ripping through her.
“I- I checked in on you all the time,” she tried. “Twice a year I spoke to Mom. I asked her if there were any problems, if you were all okay. She always told me you were doing great.”
“You think she would tell you? How stupid are you?”
Savannah had no answer to that.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her heart cracking. She thought of the cute curly-haired toddler she’d been forced to leave behind, then the shy, stuttering teenager she’d seen the last time, when she actually had a choice. Why hadn’t she taken her away from the shadow of her parents, gotten to know her, checked on her properly? “I am so, so sorry, Cassie. I didn’t know. I should have.”
“Don’t call me that,” Cassidy was crying too. “You can’t call me pet names.”
“Okay,” she struggled to speak. She felt dizzy and numb. “Listen to me.” She took a breath. “You’re safe now. You can live here as long as you need, forever, if you want to. But no matter what you choose, no one is ever going to lay a finger on you ever again, as long as I’m alive.”
Cassidy nodded, sniffling. Savannah took immense comfort in the fact that her little sister at least still saw her as a valid protector, despite how terribly she’d fallen down on that duty.
“It’s okay that you’re angry with me,” she continued. “I get it. I understand why.”
Cassidy raised her head.
“You think that’s the only reason I have to be angry at you?” Her voice cracked with emotion. “A few fists thrown? Are you fucking serious?”
“What else?” Savannah asked helplessly, miserable to think there might be more.
“Fuck!” Cassidy cried in exasperation, her body unfurling to sit bolt upright. “I can’t do this with you right now Savannah, with your perfect shiny life and this… clueless sunshine world you live in. Please, please, can you just leave me alone?”
Savannah reluctantly stood, hurt and fear fighting within her. Her baby sister no longer looked twelve and fragile, but old and immensely weary.
“This conversation isn’t over,” Savannah said quietly. “I’m going to be here for you, when you’re ready to talk.”
“Cut the crap,” Cassidy said irritably. “Go back to your real family.”
Savannah paused with her hand on the door.
“Oh,” she said. “You are my real family. There’s no way we could hurt each other so damn well if you weren’t.”

“Baby,” Brynn held her tightly as she cried in her arms that night. “You didn’t know.”
“I should have!” Savannah hiccupped. “Randy is a bully and he hates strong women. Cassidy’s strong. She’s right, I should have known that once she wasn’t a sweet obedient baby anymore he’d try to punch her back into behaving like one.”
“You were a teenager when you were forming judgements about why you were being hurt and who was and wasn’t safe,” Brynn reminded her.
“And I was twenty-five when I saw her again,” she said flatly. “And I’d already started working with teenagers escaping unsafe homes. The irony,” she said bitterly.
“Sweetheart.” Brynn stroked her hair back from her face. “Tell me what you’ve told me before. Tell me what your mom said to you that week that you saw them again.”
Savannah started crying afresh. She hated this. She’d never been good at crying when anyone could see her. Even in front of Brynn, she was pretty good at holding back her tears. Except when she was pregnant. Except when her little sister was hurt.
“Mom said-” she whispered, “Mom said that now that I was straight, I was allowed to be around my sister. As long as I went to church and repented for my sins, I could be part of the family again.”
“And when you told her you weren’t straight and you weren’t sorry?”
“She told me they didn’t want my influence around their daughter. That as long as I wasn’t seeking forgiveness, I should stay far away from them.”
“And you blame yourself for not keeping closer track of a child you’d been banned from seeing?”
“If I’d just tried harder when I’d seen her, seen the signs-”
“What signs? Savannah, you said she just seemed shy. Lots of kids are shy. You think, what, you could have taken her for lunch and she’d suddenly trust you enough to tell you her dad was abusive? You know that’s not how kids work.”
“I should have been there earlier-”
“Between when they’d kicked you out as a kid and when you got off the street? Or between when you were struggling to make it and when you actually made it? Because it seems to me that just as soon as you were able, you did what you could for them. Despite how they’d treated you.”
“Not Cassidy though. She was just an innocent kid.”
“Yeah.” Brynn gently stroked her face. “You both were.”
She pulled Savannah into her arms and held her close as she cried herself to sleep.



Chapter Seven
Everything was going wrong. Confronting Savannah was supposed to make her feel vindicated, finally proven to be in the right. Instead, Cassidy just felt overwhelming shame when she woke up the next morning, her eyes puffy from crying.
Seeing Savannah crumple before her hadn’t made her feel good. Instead, she just felt terribly sad, though her anger still didn’t dissipate. The shame came in waves: Lane’s cutting words, showing Savannah what was left of her bruising, her own tears, admitting that she’d been hurt. Disclosing that her own father hit her had never gotten Cassidy anywhere good. Mostly, it just made her feel humiliated and weak.
The only thread holding her together was Savannah swearing that she’d keep her safe. Despite everything, hearing the words she’d been longing to hear from her older sister since she was a child made Cassidy want to believe her. Savannah had escaped Randy too, after all; she didn’t make the promise lightly.
For a while, after she awoke that morning, she figured she would spend the day lying low. Perhaps even lying in bed. She wasn’t hungry and she couldn’t stomach the sight of anyone who’d witnessed any of last night’s humiliations. But somehow, determination propelled her out of bed, into her clothes and out the door in time to meet Brynn at the front of the house, just as Burt rolled up.
“Morning, kid,” Brynn said in her usual warm tone, as if it were no surprise that Cassidy would hit the studio with her again that day.
It wasn’t until she was back perched next to a silent Greta in the sound room that Cassidy felt like she could finally let go of the rigid tension in her shoulders and just be.
The morning went by just like the previous one. Another desperately moving song, another incredible vocal performance, another mind-bending repetition in search of whatever unknown quantity spelled perfection to Greta’s critical ear. This time Cassidy didn’t fight it. She just let the music roll over her and through her like a caress that made her shame slowly wash away.
Brynn took her to another diner for lunch, and Cassidy was dreading the heart-to-heart she knew was coming. But to her surprise, Brynn led her over to a booth that was already occupied and gestured for Cassidy to join them. Across the table sat two of the most fascinating people she had ever seen.
One was a ridiculously good looking Asian man with artful stubble and his long hair in a low bun, and the other was a stunning Black woman who looked like a model, wearing unbelievably stylish clothing like she’d walked right out of the pages of a fashion magazine.
“Noah, Coral, this is Cassidy.” Brynn notably didn’t describe her as Savannah’s sister. Either she’d decided this was obvious enough from their alleged similarity or Cassidy had already been spoken about.
“Nice to meet you, little sis.” Noah grinned and shook her hand. Normally she’d take offense at this, but he was so handsome she was too taken aback to remember to do so.
“Don’t call her that.” Coral swatted his arm with her long, elegant fingers. “Cassidy’s her own damn human.” The woman smiled at her in a way that made her feel seen for the first time since Lane had looked her in the eye and guessed immediately why she was there. Cassidy found herself smiling back.
“Nice to meet y’all,” she said softly.
“Coral is Savannah’s drummer, as well as her best friend,” Brynn explained. “She’s married to this knucklehead for reasons unknown,” she looked fondly at Noah, “who also happens to be a slightly good musician. The two of them have kindly offered to appear on a couple of tracks on the album.”
“You’re Noah Lyman,” Cassidy realized.
“Guilty,” he agreed with a goofy salute.
“I love your music.” She felt her face flame. She still played his first album, Dead Star Ballads, almost every time she felt sad. It had gotten a lot of play recently.
“I appreciate that,” he said, his eyes genuine. “Are you a musician too?”
“I want to be,” she said, her voice slightly vehement. An odd feeling grew inside her. She’d told Savannah she’d wanted fame and fortune. But here, after two days of absorbing Brynn’s gorgeous voice, in front of Noah Lyman himself, Cassidy wanted something different. She, too, wanted to be the real deal. She wanted to be able to craft something that could make you cry or heal your pain. She wanted to be part of something that mattered. Her breath grew slightly short. Across the table, Coral cocked her head, looking at her.
“Uh oh, I know that look,” she said. “This one’s got a fire in her belly.”
“You noticed that too, huh?” Brynn was also regarding her seriously. “Well, kid, what’s your next step?”
Cassidy took a deep breath. She thought of the collective connections of the three musicians in front of her. She thought of Savannah, who, now guilt-ridden, might be persuaded to use her massive sway to boost her little sister after all. She thought of Brynn’s warning about riding on a famous family member’s coattails.
“I want to learn,” she said instead. “Please.”

That evening, Cassie came home like she was walking on air. Watching the magic of an incredible set of musicians work together to create something wild and beautiful made her feel like her blood was on fire. The track had already been written, practiced and polished long before today, but still, there in the studio, there was a sense of watching something grow into life, like a seedling strengthening and bursting into flower.
She felt an eerie sense of how this song would play through speakers and headphones in so many people’s living rooms and bedrooms, on their walk home on a sunny afternoon, during their cab ride to the airport. That people would hear it in the background of their favorite bar or sing along to it on a road trip. Someone would have their first great kiss to this song, while someone else would play it on repeat after their heart got broken. And it all started right here, with Cassidy as silent witness.
Almost as if sensing her energy shift, Greta began to speak to her. Just a comment here and there, every other hour, but for Greta that was like suddenly being best friends.
“Listen to the key change there,” she said, “it needs more depth. You want to feel it in your chest like your heart’s about to burst.”
“Yeah,” Cassidy whispered. “I get that.”
On the car ride home, Brynn talked to her about the songwriting process, how she sometimes started with an idea or a feeling that felt lyrical - words she needed to get out - when other times it arose from the sound first, tinkering on the piano while thinking about someone or something until the feeling translated into notes.
“How did you start writing in the first place?” Cassidy asked her. Brynn gazed out the window, a small crooked smile appearing.
“I always kinda wrote lyrics. I just didn’t realize that’s what they were until your sister brought it out of me.”
“How did she do that?” As much as she didn’t want to talk about her sister, she was curious to hear how Savannah’s own process worked.
“She kept humming this song she was in the process of writing, singing little snippets over and over. I don’t even think she knew she was doing it. It got in my head and you know…I was already secretly in love with her, so my head was a real mess. One day it all just fell together, the sound she was creating, the feelings I couldn’t fight; it all spilled out into the song. That’s how Longing started.”
“Gross,” Cassidy said before she could help it. Brynn burst into laughter.
“I love your sense of romance,” she said with a broad grin. “Come on, Cassidy…haven’t you ever felt like that? The feeling that everything you could ever want in the world is wrapped inside another person’s heart and they’re just out of your reach?”
“No,” she denied. “That sounds ridiculous. I want more for my life than just love.”
Brynn regarded her levelly.
“Good. You should.”
“But?”
“But nothing.”
“Okay…” Cassidy shrugged.
“Except,” Brynn exhaled after a moment, “just don’t discount it altogether. Love hits way harder when you’re not expecting it. Keep your eye on that sucker, or it’ll knock you sideways.”
“Wow. That’s beautiful,” she said drily. “You should totally write a song about that.”
“What do you think you were listening to all day?” Brynn gave her a satisfied smirk. “Hopefully it came out a little smoother.”
Cassidy thought back through the song in her mind. The key change, the catch in her throat, the feeling like her heart would burst.
“Yeah,” she said. “It came out okay.”

As the blazing sun slipped behind the hills, Cassidy went for a walk to see Jasper. She’d met all of Savannah’s horses by now, but the big chestnut softie was her favorite.
The heat of the day was slowly cut through with a taste of crispness in the air as the shadows lengthened and the evening frogs began to croak in the back paddocks. Cassidy pressed her face into Jasper’s warm neck.
“One day soon I’m going to take you for a ride,” she promised. She would probably have to sneak him out. Savannah was insistent that until she knew the horses and the tracks, horse riding was strictly on a buddy system. Since Lane seemed to pretty much hate her now, she could either sneak Jasper out or sweet talk the taciturn stable manager into supervising her long enough to appease her sister. What she really wanted was to be left alone, just her and her one friend, out in the hills, in the wild together.
“Goodnight buddy,” she whispered, and with one last stroke of his soft nose, she turned and walked back down the track through the fields. The warm air was like a caress on her skin and as the day came to a close, she felt as close to mellow as she’d felt in a long time. It was that sense of calm, almost groundedness that gave her the ability to call Lane’s name as she saw them cross the bottom of the lawn toward the guesthouse.
Lane paused on the grass, frowning, clearly undecided whether to wait or ignore her. Cassidy sped up.
“I’m sorry,” she said as soon as she arrived in front of them. Lane was wearing navy shorts and a soft loose white v-neck t-shirt that bared their firm biceps, the swoop of their dark curled hair flopping like a beautiful guy in a hipster cologne commercial. The warmth of the sunset glow behind them and the slight glare in their expression only enhanced the effect.
“It’s cool,” they said, already turning to leave.
“No, wait.” Cassidy reached out, her fingers almost brushing Lane’s arm, but not quite. Lane looked at her, their expression not quite patient, but not far off it either. “I’m actually sorry. Really sorry. What I said to you was gross.”
“Oh, the help comment?” Lane said flatly. “Yeah, that one made a real impression.”
“It was a shitty thing to say. But it wasn’t meant for you.” She tried to explain. “It was a dig at Savannah that put you in the firing line.”
“I’m sorry, what?” Lane looked even less impressed.
“Look…I grew up poor as dirt,” Cassidy said plainly. “My mom, when she could, worked as a cleaner. As soon as I was old enough to help out, I did too. Savannah did the same thing when she was at home. We were all the help. And not anywhere near the level of a live-in nanny for a rich celebrity.”
“Okay…” Lane nodded slowly. “So why use it against someone else?”
“I guess I keep wanting to remind Savannah…who she is, where she came from. Make her see that this rich lady life she leads has blinded her to reality.”
“But why?” Lane frowned. “And what reality?”
“Because I want her to finally see it - the reality the rest of us live in!” Cassidy struggled not to lose her cool. “The reality of just trying to survive, the reality where people get hurt-” She bit down on her tongue. She wasn’t about to humiliate herself again.
Lane was looking at her closely. Their gold-brown eyes were serious, but the accusatory look had gone away.
“Did someone hurt you, Cassidy?” they asked softly. She scoffed automatically to deny it, folding her arms against her abdomen as if her bruising was obvious through her clothes. “I’m sorry,” Lane said, as if Cassidy had actually outright admitted it, “I hate that for you. But listen,” their eyes held hers, “you’re safe now, okay? Savannah will make sure of it. She’s always been good at that.”
“You sound pretty certain.” Cassidy had heard Lane’s veneration of Savannah before.
“Well yeah,” they said, “she did it for me.” Cassidy stared. Lane gave her a small smile. “Hey,” they nodded toward the back patio where the family were slowly gathering around the table, “I’ve got an idea: let’s act like total best friends for dinner. We can fuck with their heads by pretending you’re not a sulky brat literally all of the time.”
Cassidy glared at them, and Lane laughed. Side by side, they walked up the lawn to family dinner.



Chapter Eight
“Well, goodness me, aren’t you blooming?” came the frank assessment. Chester, Savannah’s longtime manager, arrived into the living room. “Oh no, please don’t get up.” He waved a hand as she went to stand. “How about I join you instead?” He took a seat on the opposite sofa from where she’d sat just for a moment, forty-five minutes ago.
“How are you, Chester?” she asked. They exchanged pleasantries, briefly interrupted as Annabelle brought him his coffee. The two were old friends and Savannah briefly wondered if her housekeeper and her manager had enjoyed many a good vent about her together over the years. It was strange to be so close to people, and yet so structurally distant. Her life was full of these kinds of arrangements, peculiar to her position as both immensely privileged and, well, busy.
They discussed for a while their plans for the next two years. Usually, it would be fairly straightforward: write an album, record an album, release an album, go on tour. But right now, life was a little more complex. As soon as Savannah had found out she was pregnant, she’d gone into a tailspin. Brynn wanted her to rest - with good reason - but Savannah had wanted to get on top of everything she could.
Over the three years since her last album had been released, she’d written stacks of songs, many of them with Brynn, but many more on her own. Unlike her last album, there was not even a hint of writer’s block. In fact, the opposite was the problem; whittling her creative output down to a cohesive set of twelve songs had driven her crazy. But by the end of her first trimester, Savannah was in the studio.
It was hard to define what was driving her. Her last album had been her first solo release, and it had out-performed even her own highest hopes, cementing her reputation as a top tier artist for perhaps decades to come. Her wealth was dizzying to contemplate. There was no need to push herself the way Savannah had pushed.
And yet. Despite the growing life within her, despite the impending wedding, Savannah had worked on her album like everything in the world rode on its success. She and Brynn had fought over it, her usually patient partner at a loss to understand why Savannah couldn’t just take it easy right now, at this one critical point in their lives. And Savannah herself could hardly explain it. It wasn’t explainable. Instead, it lived inside her blood vessels, itching at her, telling her that she had to keep working, that she couldn’t sit back and let her dreams die, that she had to make sure that Savannah Grace the corporation kept spinning, kept growing. That people depended on her. So. Many. People.
She’d finished recording a month before the wedding, and Brynn had miraculously still wanted to marry her. But the next question was arising. The baby was due in two months. The album was waiting in the wings. The label was pushing to release it at the end of fall. Was she going to tour? With an infant? What would that even look like?
Partway through their conversation, Savannah shifted laboriously, turning her body to raise her legs up onto the sofa. It took a minute to reposition the cushions behind her spine, and beneath her knees, and when she looked up, Chester was watching her, his expression unreadable.
“I know,” she said, “it’s ridiculous.”
“I…” he petered out.
“What?”
“I shouldn’t even be asking you this,” he said crossly, “but I’ve had a request. The Grand Ole Opry.”
“Oh?” she asked. The country music institution had invited her to membership two years ago. It had been one of the greatest honors of her career, especially as her last album had not been remotely country.
“There’s been some disruption to their programming, a couple of big tours on hold - Covid, stars in rehab - the usual.”
“And?”
“They want an hour-long set. At the Ryman. Saturday after next.”
Savannah looked at him. She’d played the Ryman Auditorium many times, as both Twice Struck and as a solo artist. Each time was life-changing. Each time was like going to her true home, attending her true church. It was the only place that made her believe in God. You did not say no to the Ryman. She looked down at her gigantic belly.
“Well then,” she said, “I suspect I’m going to need a dress fitting.”

“Babe, this is ridiculous. Worse than ridiculous. It’s crazy.”
“This is the last thing, I promise. Then I’ll take it easy. It’s just an hour long set.”
“It’s not just an hour long set,” Brynn huffed at her. She was pacing around their bedroom, worry and irritation scrunching her pretty features. “You’ll rehearse, you’ll sound check, you’ll do the show, you’ll encore, it’s going to be a lot.”
“I’m not an invalid,” Savannah grimaced, her chest starting to feel tight. “Pregnant women everywhere work much harder jobs than standing around on a stage holding a mic for an hour!”
Brynn gave her a long, level stare. This was teetering close to the edge of dangerous ground for them. Bright afternoon sun was flooding their bedroom, making the expansive space glow. Their bedroom… Savannah still sometimes looked around this room that had once been hers alone and remembered the night just over three years ago when she’d sent Brynn away for what she believed was forever. She’d sat broken on the floor, right there, where Brynn now stood, tall and strong and heartbreakingly beautiful, the light making her dark hair glow with hints of caramel.
“Honey.” Savannah let her voice soften. “I’ll clear it with Imani.” Imani was their obstetrician, no nonsense and wonderful. “If she has a single concern, I promise I’ll cancel the show.”
Brynn nodded slowly.
“I just worry about you. About our baby,” she said quietly. “After everything.”
“I know.” Savannah let herself feel the warmth of that for once, rather than the weight. She knew how loved she was, how loved this child already was. Savannah, of all people, knew what an incredible gift that was. She looked at her wife and her heart swelled at how lucky they were to have her.
“And you can’t even get off the couch without groaning,” Brynn continued, oblivious.
“And it’s very sexy.” Savannah narrowed her eyes at her.
Brynn spluttered a laugh despite herself.
“You’re always sexy,” she agreed, a small quirk of her lower lip signaling that perhaps they weren’t going to argue after all.
Savannah curled a finger towards her and Brynn didn’t take her eyes off her as she crossed the room, sliding her hands gently around her lower back, standing close enough that Savannah had to look up slightly to meet her wife’s eyes. Something about their height difference had always caused a slight tug of heat inside her.
“I think you should get down on your knees and say that,” Savannah murmured. Brynn raised her eyebrows.
“Oh, you would think that.” Her dark eyes were amused but definitely considering. Her hands slid down over her ass, and Savannah knew she had won. Her heart rate started to speed up as she flashed forward a few minutes to when her wife’s tongue would be softly slipping against her right where she needed it.
“Put your money where your mouth is, honey,” she instructed and pointed down at the floor. Brynn’s eyes flashed.
“So bossy,” she murmured, her hands squeezing her ass firmly. “I should do something about that.”
“Oh, please do.” Savannah gazed at her from under her lashes, daring her.
“You always think you’re in charge.” Brynn shook her head and instead of doing what she was told, she gently spun Savannah around, took her hands and pressed them flat against the wall for support. “Leave them there,” Brynn said, her voice soft but firm, and a shiver of pleasure ran through her.
Brynn gently began to kiss the back of her neck and her bare shoulders, her hands slipping down the front of her sundress to tease her nipples. A gasp of heat escaped her as Brynn toyed with her mercilessly.
“Not so in charge now,” Brynn murmured, her lips against her ear and Savannah moaned, desire taking her over, putty in her wife’s hands. Brynn very slowly slid her fingers up the back of her thigh and under her dress, teasing along her abdomen below the bump to the waistband of her panties. Her other hand was still squeezing her nipple, making Savannah gasp in time with her insistent touch. She kept her hands flat on the wall, knowing from experience that when Brynn wanted to render her helpless, she meant it.
Her wife’s fingers slowly slipped down inside her panties, where she was aching and slippery with want.
“Oh, that’s it, baby,” Brynn whispered. “Give me what I want.” She made soft wet circles against her, making Savannah cry out, her legs already trembling. “I’m going to make you come all over my fingers,” she murmured. “You’re so easy for me, aren’t you, honey?” Savannah couldn’t prove her wrong, even if she wanted to.
Later, after Brynn had made her point abundantly clear, it was Savannah who found herself on her knees. It was, pragmatically, the easiest way for her to make love to her wife without the bump getting in the way, Savannah reminded herself. It wasn’t just that part of her found it desperately pleasurable to hand over control to the one person she trusted the most. Brynn’s fingers tugged at her hair, pressing harder against her mouth and with a small moan, Savannah had to admit that maybe, it was mostly the second thing.
Afterward, Savannah lay satisfied in her wife’s arms, both of them naked above the covers.
“I’m glad you took the day off,” she said lazily, her fingers gently mapping the smatter of freckles across the bridge of Brynn’s nose.
“Some of us know how to pace ourselves,” Brynn agreed, cradling her close, her hand sliding over the curve of her belly between them.
“Thank god,” Savannah sighed. “You do make good use of your time.”
They talked about Brynn’s days in the studio, Greta, their friends, the music that Savannah was dying to hear. No music had ever moved her more than the incredible album Brynn had made during the long year that they’d been apart.
“And how was Cassidy?” she asked, with a trace of anxiety. “Is she behaving herself in the studio?”
“It’s the strangest thing.” Brynn propped herself up on her elbow to gaze at her. “But I think Greta…likes her?”
“Greta doesn’t like anybody,” Savannah denied.
“I know. But her and Cassidy just seem to gel, somehow. I know, it’s weird.”
“They’re literally both the prickliest people I know.” She felt slightly put out that despite their extensive professional relationship, Greta had never once demonstrated a hint of warmth towards her and here she was, seemingly being charmed by her little sister, of all people.
“Kindred spirits.” Brynn shrugged. “I’m also not sure if she has a bigger crush on Noah or on Coral.”
Savannah smiled.
“They’re both pretty great. They’d be good for her.”
“Yeah, so that’s the thing. She really seems keen to learn. From all of us.”
“Learn what?” Savannah was skeptical.
“Music,” Brynn said simply. Savannah snorted.
“She wants to use all your connections,” she corrected. “You heard her. She thinks she can just wave the sibling card and magically invoke a career.”
Brynn paused.
“I actually think she’s serious,” she told her. “And I also think she secretly cares about music for music’s sake.”
“She hides it well,” Savannah said drily. Brynn gazed at her thoughtfully.
“She hides a lot of things well,” she pointed out. “I suspect there’s a lot going on beneath that prickly surface.”
“I wish she’d just tell me,” Savannah sighed. “She’s so angry with me that she won’t even confide enough for me to make amends.”
“You know, I honestly think she’s trying to, in her own way. Little digs here, little jabs there. A revelation, followed by withdrawal. Might be the only way she knows how.”
“Do you think I should try to get her professional help?” Savannah worried. “She’s been through a lot and there’s clearly something going on.”
“I think,” Brynn kissed her forehead, “that there’s time enough for that. I think you should just keep trying to reach out for her. Not as someone taking responsibility for her. Just as her sister.”
Later that afternoon Savannah sought out Cassidy, finding her in the third floor music room. It was a large comfortable space, and through the window the main view was of the branches of a hundred-year-old oak tree. The leaves cast a dappled light across the floorboards, making her feel like she was hiding in a vast green cocoon. It was Savannah’s favorite place in Nashville to write. The room housed her guitar collection, a handful of cushy armchairs, and a beautiful vintage piano. She found Cassidy on the piano bench, her fingers caressing the keys without playing a single note.
She jumped when Savannah lightly knocked on the open door.
“Sorry,” Cassidy said, sitting bolt upright.
“What for?” Savannah asked. “You can be in here whenever you want.”
Her sister shifted on the piano bench, swinging around away from the keys.
“It feels very… yours,” she said. “All the instruments.”
Savannah sat in the armchair opposite.
“They’re for anyone to use,” she reassured her sister. They sat quietly for a moment.
“It’s like sitting in a treehouse,” Cassidy said softly after a while. “It’s the most peaceful room in your house. It actually feels private.”
“I like that about it too.”
“Then why live in a glass house?” her sister regarded her with a frown. Savannah laughed.
“It feels like being outdoors,” she explained. “Besides, there’s thirty acres and a stack of tall trees between us and the road. It’s still private.”
“You’re kind of weird,” her sister said after a while. Savannah couldn’t hide her smile. It was the most sisterly thing Cassidy had ever said to her.
“Yeah, well, you’re related to me,” she pointed out. “I suspect you’re probably kind of weird too.”
For a moment, Cassidy almost smiled back.
“Did you want something from me?” she said instead.
“I was just thinking,” Savannah tried, “that you literally arrived with a knapsack. I wanted to know if you wanted to go on a shopping trip with me. Get some more clothes and whatever else you need?”
Cassidy considered for a long moment. Savannah practically held her breath.
“What, is it embarrassing for you, your sister schlubbing around in old clothes?”
“No,” she said quietly. “I actually really like your style. If you’re happy, I’m happy. But if you need more than four dresses and one pair of shoes, then we could just go have a fun day out together.”
Cassidy’s expression closed.
“I’m good,” she said. “But thanks.” She picked up her book and began to read, shutting her sister out once more.



Chapter Nine
The day off from the studio had felt agonizing to Cassidy. Mooching around Savannah’s massive bright home, looking for a place to be alone, all she’d really wanted was to be back here, in the deep peace of the sound room, music roaring through her until nothing else mattered.
After Savannah had sought her out in the music room, Cassidy had retreated to her bedroom, where at least no one else would try to make small talk. She did what she’d been avoiding since the news of her sister’s gay romance had hit the tabloids, and opened her Spotify to Brynn Marshall.
It wasn’t that she was homophobic. Her closest friend at the diner where she worked was Tyrell, the only out gay person in town. She’d defended him against rumors and cruel jokes and they'd secretly gotten drunk together on cheap wine after hours on more than one occasion.
But did Savannah have to be so… visible? So out there and ostentatious about it? Had she forgotten that her family lived in a tiny, conservative town? Apparently not, because she gave interviews hinting at what savage rednecks her family were, alluding to Randy’s propensity for violence and their mother’s quest for respectability. Cassidy had felt the eyes on her all over town, sure everyone was seeing her sister kissing women in TMZ and wondering about her too.
She’d felt sure Savannah was doing it for more attention and more kudos as she distanced herself from her country music roots, her impoverished small town past and her family. And yet, as Lane pointed out, seeing Savannah and Brynn together had the effect of making her ashamed of her judgment and also, weirdly jealous. Cassidy had never seen two people more obviously in love and lust. It was super gross, but it was also clearly very real.
She’d also assumed Brynn was some kind of hanger-on, using her connection with Savannah’s star power to create a career for herself. Just two days in the studio hearing her sing was enough to put an end to that idea. Maybe Savannah had discovered her, but, Cassidy thought privately, it would have been a crime if she hadn’t.
She curled up on her bed with her headphones on and listened to the entirety of Brynn’s album, Jane, for the first time. That evening, at dinner, sitting across from the woman herself, Cassidy couldn’t stop staring at her. How? she wanted to blurt. How does that sound come out of you? How do you express pain and loss so that everyone who hears it gets their heart broken too? How do you make songs that make everyone listening feel so much less alone?
Brynn didn’t seem to notice her staring, though she involved Cassidy in her usual warmth, cracking jokes and making her son giggle, teasing Savannah and letting Lane mock her. But today, in the studio, Cassidy stared and stared, watching Brynn’s hands on the piano keys, watching her take a deep breath to refocus before stepping up to the mic, watching the emotion crease her face as she pushed into the notes she had to hold. How was she doing this?
“I don’t know,” Greta replied and Cassidy blinked, not realizing she’d spoken out loud. “Some rare people just have the magic.” She nodded toward Brynn on the other side of the glass. “The rest of us just have to work at it.”
That day at yet another hip local diner, with Brynn, Noah and Coral, Cassidy ate ravenously. She couldn’t stop feeling like there was a hole inside her that would never be filled. She felt hungry for something she couldn’t describe. She felt hungry for everything.
“You both record with Savannah as well as Brynn,” she interrupted the conversation as soon as there was a gap. “What’s that like? Are they different to work with?” She struggled to imagine her sister in the studio. Her music just seemed so fully formed and epic, it felt too hard to imagine it slowly taking shape, with Greta snapping at the superstar to sing it again, the way she did to Brynn.
Coral and Noah looked at each other.
“Well, for starters, Brynn is a way bigger prima donna.” Noah grinned, ducking as Brynn threw a fry at him.
“They’re chalk and cheese,” Coral told her. “Savannah records in the biggest damn studio rooms she can find. She likes everyone there with her. It’s loud, it’s bright, it’s collaborative, it’s like a party except that everyone better be damn serious about getting it right.”
“She and Greta butt heads more,” Noah said. “She’s not afraid of her like Brynn is.” He looked up, ready to dodge another fry, but Brynn just shrugged.
“That’s true,” she agreed. “Greta would eat me for breakfast, but Savannah’s got her own fangs and a spine of steel.” She widened her eyes at Cassidy. “It’s like gladiators in there.”
“Brynn likes more privacy,” Noah continued. “She likes these little dark cave rooms to sing in, where she feels cocooned and safe.”
Brynn rolled her eyes.
“I don’t like recording in rooms that look like operating theaters, that’s all.”
“Savannah took her into the studio for the first time and Brynn nearly died,” Coral explained with a grin. “You’ve never seen someone so pale and sweaty in all your life. She’s had a real thing about bright lights ever since.”
“No, you’ve got it all wrong,” Noah corrected. “After she nearly died, Savannah had the lights dimmed and practically made out with her to get her through the song. She’s had a thing for romantic studio lighting ever since.”
They both cackled as Brynn attempted to ignore them, eating her burger with dignity.
“Of course, sometimes it gets weird,” Coral mused. “About six months ago, they were in a fight. Noah and I would go into one studio one day with Savannah and another studio the next day with Brynn and record different sides of the same angsty coin in miserable songs.”
“You guys fight?” The words were out before Cassidy could stop her disbelief. Brynn looked at her, and Cassidy shrugged. “I mean, you just seem so sickeningly in love.”
“We had a rough patch,” Brynn said with a small grimace. “But yeah, we fight, we’re human. I mean, I’m perfect,” she shrugged, her mouth quirking, “but your sister is stubborn as hell.”
“Huh.”
“I wouldn’t change a hair on her pretty head though,” Brynn told her. “Even though she drives me crazy sometimes.”
That afternoon during their drive home, Cassidy found herself wanting to ask. She knew it wasn’t polite, but she couldn’t help craving something real and human about her sister after years of the polished public face being all she got. She blurted the words before she could stop herself.
“What was your rough patch about? You and Savannah?”
Brynn looked surprised. She hesitated. Then she angled her body towards Cassidy in the back seat.
“This pregnancy,” she said. “It wasn’t our first. Savannah had two miscarriages before this one stuck. They hit us both differently. I’d always worried, even before things went wrong…I guess that’s just who I am. Savannah though, she’d been so sure everything would be fine…” Her voice trailed off.
Cassidy swallowed.
“I’m sorry.”
“Yeah,” Brynn sighed. “It sucked. But when she got pregnant the third time, she wanted to just keep going. She wouldn’t - couldn’t slow down - I think it was a protective mechanism. Whereas if I could have wrapped her up in bubble wrap, made her sit the hell down and just kept them both safe, I would have. She hated that. She’s always been a little feral forest creature on the inside.” She smiled, her eyes soft.
Cassidy felt a strange sensation of recognition in her body. That felt real.
“Anyway.” Brynn straightened. “We got through it. It took us a while to see eye to eye, but even if we didn’t, I’d still want to marry the shit out of her.”
“And the baby?” Cassidy suddenly felt horribly aware of the fragility of everything. When she’d seen her sister pregnant, she’d just looked so glowing and robust, Cassidy hadn’t even considered the idea of anything ever going wrong.
“The baby’s going great,” Brynn reassured her. “There’s been a couple of scares, but she’s growing and healthy, and feisty as hell based on her kicks.”
“Her?”
“God help me,” Brynn’s smile was wide, “I’m about to have two of them.”

The next day, lunchtime rolled around and Noah and Brynn were in some kind of guitar tunnel together, working on a riff they disagreed on. Greta threw up her hands and disappeared wherever she disappeared to when she wasn’t in the sound room - it felt weird to imagine her anywhere else - and Coral wandered through the doorway.
“Looks like it’s just me and you,” she said, looking gleeful. “Let’s get out of here before either of those guitar nerds catches up.”
Cassidy was excited. Hanging out with Coral was exactly how she’d always imagined having a glamorous older sister should feel. She felt simultaneously very sophisticated and about eight years old as she joined Coral on adjoining bar stools.
“Shall we have a sneaky margarita?” Coral asked her. “Noah is a health freak and Brynn is sober, so I hardly ever get a chance to misbehave these days.”
Cassidy nodded adamantly. She wasn’t really much for booze, but if Coral had suggested lines of cocaine or a casual sky dive, she’d be in.
“Wait, Brynn’s sober?” she asked. “Like AA sober?”
“Yeah,” Coral flagged down a waiter. “It’s part of her appeal, don’t you think? That warm, grounded, non-judgemental thing she’s got going on. Comes from having crashed and fallen from a great height.”
“Huh,” Cassidy considered.
“It’s part of why she’s so damn great with your sister,” Coral said. “Savannah’s ex-husband was the worst kind of addict. The chew ‘em up and spit ‘em out type. Never did get truly sober, last I heard.”
“My parents loved him,” Cassidy admitted. “They were on his side when we heard about the divorce.”
Coral looked truly sickened.
“That’s…” She looked lost for words and Cassidy felt a pang of shame about her family.
“We only met him the once. I think in hindsight all he had to do was turn up and be a guy.”
“Gotta love a good strong prejudice,” Coral picked up her margarita and tipped her glass against Cassidy’s. “And what did you think?”
“I was just a kid‌.” She shrugged. “I hated him because he just seemed like another reason Savannah was never coming home.”
“You missed her a lot.” It wasn’t a question, so Cassidy didn’t answer her.
“How long have you and Noah been together?” she said instead. Coral watched her for a second longer.
“We got married last year. I’d wanted him since I’d first laid eyes on him.” She wriggled her eyebrows at Cassidy. “But…it was complicated. When our complications uncomplicated themselves, well,” she smirked, “I’ve never been backwards about grabbing hold of my dreams with both hands. Especially if that dream is a fine-looking man.”
Cassidy found herself grinning back. The drink was strong and she could already feel the warmth mellowing her body.
“Oh, that’s a knowing look, Miss Cassidy.” Coral pointed a finger at her. “You got someone in your sights?”
“No,” she denied. “I don’t even think about that stuff.” She took another sip. “Honestly, I just want to find a way to get started in music. That’s the entirety of my daydreams.”
“Ohhh.” Coral’s smile widened. “That’s exactly when love grabs you. Look out.”
“That’s what Brynn said, too.” Cassidy was unimpressed.
“Yeah, well, Brynn’s smart. And she speaks from experience.”
“Why is everyone more interested in whether I have a love life than whether I might get to make music?” Cassidy groused. Coral turned on her stool to look at her fully.
“I think because you seem so closed off,” she said mildly, and Cassidy blinked. She hadn’t really expected an answer. “I suspect it would be mighty satisfying to see that tough poise a little rattled,” Coral added, a hint of tease in her eyes. “But you’re right. Tell me about your music dreams.”
Cassidy flailed for the right words.
“I want to be real,” she said vehemently. “I don’t want to be the little sister of a pop star.”
Coral sucked in a breath.
“Maybe don’t let Savannah hear you call her that,” she looked amused. “But sure. I like it so far. Can you sing?”
“I can,” Cassidy raised her chin. “I mean, not like Brynn can-”
“Here’s a hot tip: do not try to compare yourself to Brynn. Or Savannah. Or anyone. You sing like Cassidy sings and that’ll be your thing.”
“Yeah,” she said, trying to project a confidence she didn’t feel.
“What instruments do you play?”
“Guitar, mostly. A little piano. My grandpa taught me banjo too, just like he taught Savannah.”
“It’s a good start. Read music?”
“No,” she admitted. “I play by ear.”
“It’s a good skill. But you should learn it both ways.”
“What else?” Cassidy was eager for any advice Coral could give her. Coral tipped back the last of her drink.
“You look more like a country girl than a would-be country star,” she informed her, and Cassidy flushed. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s cute. But I think you might get a little confidence boost if you dressed the part.”
That afternoon, as soon as she got home, Cassidy found her sister.
“That shopping trip you mentioned,” she started. Savannah looked up, her eyes brightening. “Are you okay if I go with Coral?” Her sister looked at her a moment longer, her smile morphing into something brighter and less real.
“Of course!” she said. “I’m probably too big to squeeze between clothes racks anyway,” she said. Cassidy hesitated. Something akin to regret grew inside her as she considered her sister, the swell of her belly, the charm she was wearing like armor.
“You could come, too?” she tried.
“No, it’s fine,” Savannah shook her head. “I’d just cramp your style. Have a great time.” She heaved herself to her feet. “I’ll give you a credit card; knock yourself out.”
Cassidy moved before she knew she was going to do it. She wrapped her arms around Savannah and gave her a short, almost savage hug.
“Thank you,” she said Then she fled before her sister could hug her back.

They’d whirled through three stores and already they’d picked up some kind of concierge who was storing the mounting pile of bags for them. Cassidy had started out hesitant, choosy, unsure. But Coral had grabbed her chin and made her look her in the eyes.
“Cassidy,” she ordered. “Your sister is a gazillionaire and you’re fucking beautiful. If you love it, it fits, it feels good and you want it? Buy the damn dress.”
Cassidy did. She bought a small pile of dresses, in fact, nothing like the ones she’d packed from home. Short dresses, dresses that highlighted her cleavage, dresses that clung, dresses she’d never have dared run her fingers over, let alone worn in her small town. Then, remembering her life was actually mostly just hanging out around the house at this point, she dragged Coral almost kicking and screaming into more casual stores where she bought jeans, shorts and t-shirts. She bought cute underwear and light summer pajamas, a big cozy hoodie despite the current weather, and three different bathing suits.
They went shoe shopping, Coral laughing her ass off as Cassidy proved her complete inability to walk in heels. They bought heels anyway, Coral giving her lessons and making her strut back and forth across the store until she looked somewhat like a girl who wouldn’t break an ankle. She also bought flats, for safety, and new chucks in three shades. And then Coral took her for lunch.
“I should have made Savannah come with us,” Cassidy said guiltily. “I feel weird spending all her money.”
“She doesn’t care about the money,” Coral told her, spearing salad on her fork. “It’s the time with you she wants.”
Cassidy wasn’t sure how to bite back on that one. Coral was Savannah’s best friend. Couldn’t she see the irony that Savannah had wilfully missed Cassidy’s whole life so far, before suddenly feeling sad her little sister didn’t want to hang out at the mall?
“I’ll hang out with her when I get home.” Cassidy neatly circumnavigated that line of conversation. “She struggles to get off the couch at the moment, so she’s not hard to track down.”
“Oof, it looks uncomfortable, doesn’t it?” Coral scrunched her perfect nose.
“You and Noah don’t want kids?” Cassidy found she hoped not. Coral seemed too classy and gorgeous to imagine her getting crawled all over by a drooling baby.
“You know, we talked about it? Using a surrogate. But in the end, we ruled it out. We like being selfish too much.” She smiled gleefully.
“A surrogate?” Cassidy asked. Honestly, these rich people. She thought about it. “That does sound smart. You’d get to keep your figure.”
Coral put down her fork, amusement sparkling off her features.
“That’s true,” she said, “but somewhat of a secondary consideration in our case. Honey, I’m transgender. You didn’t know?”
Cassidy flushed bright red. The only thing she’d ever really heard about transgender women was that they were looking to assault innocent women in public bathrooms. Looking at Coral, she instantly knew that was a bald and horrible lie. The idea of Coral not being welcome in any women’s spaces was ludicrous.
“I didn’t,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know. Please don’t hate me for being stupid.”
“Hate you?” Coral looked astonished. “Why would I hate you?”
“Because you already know I’m one of Savannah’s backwards redneck family members from down home. Famous in the New York Times for being terrible to all queer people,” she said miserably. “Not that you’re queer. I mean, are you? Sorry, I am ignorant.” She glared down at her fingers.
“Sweetpea.” Coral waited until she looked up. “You’re not representative of anyone but yourself. Are you terrible to queer people?”
“I’ve not been great,” she admitted. “I was shitty to Lane when I first met them. And I told them I thought Savannah got gay-married to be woke.”
A snort of laughter escaped Coral.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Just the way you put that was…” she trailed off, her face getting serious. “Do you still think that?”
“No,” she said, shamefacedly. “I’ve seen them together. If any two people are in love, it’s those two.”
“And Lane?”
“I apologized. I was an asshole. They deserve better. And I’m doing better, even though…I don’t really understand.”
“You don’t have to understand everything about a person to treat them with respect.”
“No,” she looked down. “That’s true.”
“And me?” Coral looked at her directly. “Are we cool here?”
“Yes,” Cassidy breathed. “I mean, if you are with me.”
“Listen honey, you could stand to learn a little bit more about life. Don’t you think?” Cassidy nodded, feeling the truth of that with a little sting. “But you’re alright by me. Now, listen, how do you feel about a little bit of a girls’ day makeover?”



Chapter Ten
“Lane!”
Lane sighed. They’d almost made it out of the building. They were halfway down the steps from the education faculty, their sunglasses back in place, earbuds already in, but the voice was insistent. They turned around.
“Where’s the fire?” Mia smiled widely at them, catching up.
“Oh, you know,” Lane tried, pulling one ear bud out and leaving the other in place as a hint. “Gotta get home, I’ve got work.”
“You’re a nanny, right?” Mia fell into step with them, tucking a soft green curl behind her ear, her eyelashes lowered just enough. Lane nodded, distracted. Mia was extremely attractive, there was no ignoring that fact. They couldn’t quite get past the weird prejudice they had against their fellow students, though. They’d been so alienated in the early days of college and so careful not to engage from then on, that it felt weird to consider the frank flirtatiousness of Mia’s every glance.
“What are they like?” Mia asked. “Nice people?”
“Yeah,” Lane said. “They’re like family.”
“Rich?” She raised her eyebrows. Lane shrugged.
“Yeah.” They didn’t trust anyone who wanted to sniff around Savannah, so they always kept that information on the down low.
“You allowed friends around?” Mia asked. “I bet you’ve got a pool, right?”
“Sure.” Lane was starting to panic. They weren’t sure how to get around this one. Mia was hot, but they had always enjoyed a good hard boundary between their school life and their home life. The idea of having a college girl wandering around the guesthouse, meeting the people Lane spent every other waking minute with and then seeing her back at school felt excruciatingly exposing.
“Ooh,” came another voice from behind them as Aria caught up too. “Pool study party?”
“Uh.” Lane hesitated.
“I haven’t got a bathing suit with me,” Mia cocked her head. “I guess skinny dipping is out of the question?” She glanced down at her curvaceous body and blinked innocently at Lane.
“Oh stop it.” Aria elbowed her. “How about after class tomorrow? That way, we can come prepared.”
She looked so hopeful that Lane found themself reluctantly agreeing.
The next day, both girls followed them out to the carpark.
“Shall we follow you?” Aria asked. “What’s the address?”
“I…” They hesitated. They’d never had to do this before, but even though Brynn and Savannah had always told them to treat the compound as their own home, there were still security concerns. And Lane barely knew either student. They pulled the papers Chester had given them out of their book bag and handed one to each of them.
“Non-disclosure agreements?” Aria looked startled. “Where in the world are you taking us?”
“My employers are kind of private,” Lane hedged.
“Is there going to be an orgy or something?” Mia mock-whispered.
“You wish.” Aria rolled her eyes. “Okay, this is weird, but sure.” She pulled a pen out of her bag and signed. Mia did the same.
“Okay.” Lane still felt super uncomfortable, but this was what regular people did, right? Invited classmates over and hung out with them socially? There wasn’t usually paperwork involved, but Lane’s life had never quite been normal. “I guess, just follow me?”
They drove in convoy through the outskirts of town and into the countryside, the two women in Aria’s little Toyota almost nudging Lane’s bumper as they turned into the gate to the compound. Lane’s security device opened the twelve foot gates to let them in. Lane tried to see the place through their classmates’ eyes as the long driveway through the rolling pasture slowly opened up to the big beautiful piece of modern architecture that was their home.
They remembered the first time they’d seen the place and fallen spectacularly in love with it. Sometimes they missed living inside the glass walls, how the light played on different days, the way you could see the night stars from almost every corridor. It sometimes felt more like an incredibly luxurious form of camping than living in an actual house.
Lane pulled into the parking space behind the guesthouse, and Aria followed suit. Tumbling out of the car, the two girls gaped at them.
“This place is incredible!” Mia enthused. “What the hell do your employers do?”
“Oh, you know,” Lane hedged again. They weren’t sure if anyone was home that afternoon. There was no point going there if they didn’t have to. “They’re in the industry,” they said as vaguely as possible. “I live here.” They gestured to the guest house. “Want a drink?”
“I’ll have a beer,” Mia said chirpily.
“Just a soda?” Aria requested. “I’m driving this one,” she said, inclining her head toward her friend.
Lane didn’t keep beer in their fridge, but they knew the house was stocked for just about anything.
“Make yourselves at home.” They shrugged, nodding toward the pool. They glanced behind them just in time to see Mia eagerly pulling her t-shirt over her head, generous breasts practically spilling out of her bikini. Lane quickly looked away and headed into the main house.
They headed through the quiet living room. No one seemed to be about. Savannah and Brynn usually took Lane’s afternoon class time to spend quality time with their son; sometimes Lane came home to find them all in a cuddle pile watching a movie or heard raucous laughter filtering down from upstairs. But today the house was silent. They must have taken him out somewhere.
Wandering through to the kitchen, Lane stopped short. Already leaning into the fridge was a stranger. A bare limbed woman in tiny denim cutoffs and a spaghetti strap tank top was pulling out a bottle of sparkling water. Her blonde wavy hair just brushed her shoulders. Lane had just enough time to notice a solid jolt to their libido at the cute ass pointing in their direction before the woman straightened and turned and suddenly they were face to face with Cassidy.
“Oh! Hey,” she said, the bottle of water dangling from her fingers as the fridge door swung closed. Lane just stared.
Gone were the conservative dresses and the long tangle of hair. Cassidy had always been pretty, but she’d also had a young, oddly wholesome, country girl vibe going on. Suddenly, she didn’t look like a teenager anymore. With her hair lopped to a sophisticated length and an artful bedroom tousle to her locks, she looked like the beautiful and perfectly adult woman that she apparently was. Lane swallowed. They’d never seen that much of Cassidy’s skin before, nor the shape of her body, now plainly evident in her tiny shorts and thin white tank top.
“I-” their voice cracked like Lane was the teenager. “I like your hair,” they squeaked out. Cassidy considered them closely and a small, pleased smile appeared. Lane could only hope she hadn’t caught them staring at her ass, but by the looks of that smirk they weren’t too sure.
“Thanks,” she said, running her fingers through her locks and tucking a strand behind her ear, giving Lane a glimpse of a bright shiny manicure as she did. Her skin was glowing and was that gloss on her lips? Lane swallowed. “What are you up to?”
“I’ve got a couple of friends around,” Lane managed. “We’re studying by the pool.” A couple of gleeful shrieks wafted in from outside.
“Sounds like it,” Cassidy said drily. “Have a great time.” She turned and sauntered from the room. Lane could not for the life of them drag their eyes off the view as she left.
“You can join us, if you want,” they called out, belatedly remembering their manners.
“Maybe,” Cassidy called back, heading for the stairs. Lane shook themself. Why was this happening, exactly? It was fine when Cassidy was a pain in the ass, the little sister of their employer and a raggedy teenage-looking girl. It was a whole other situation to deal with when she was hot.
In a mild fog, they grabbed a couple of beers and a soda and headed back to the pool. Setting the drinks down on the pool edge, Lane pulled their t-shirt over their head and jumped into the cold water, hoping to clear their scattered thoughts.
“I can’t believe you didn’t invite us over sooner.” Mia gave them a look of mock offense, water sparkling off her skin. She walked up the pool steps like a woman fully aware of her natural gifts and picked up one of the beers to sip. She was very clearly waiting to be admired, so Lane obeyed. It wasn’t exactly a chore. Mia was blindingly sexy, dripping wet in a black bikini, but to their intense aggravation, a denim clad ass atop pale, pretty thighs was solidly competing in their mind for attention.
Lane turned and slipped under the water. Starting testosterone had been a gift in so many ways. Their firm muscles, ridged abs and a sense of rightness in their body were all evidence of that. But on occasion, Lane could really do without the raging libido that had come along with it. It nagged and pulled at them, where once they’d really been pretty chill. Not entirely lacking in libido exactly, but totally fine about getting laid or not. That version of Lane would not be thinking about Cassidy’s thighs along the relentless track their brain kept heading.
Surfacing, they met Aria’s eyes. She looked beyond amused, as Mia sat back on the water’s edge, her shapely legs slipping into the water, her eyes laser-focussed on Lane. Don’t leave me with her, Lane internally begged Aria and by the grin on her face, they were pretty sure Aria got it.
“Honestly, though, this place is stunning,” she said conversationally. “You’re so lucky to get to live here.”
“Yeah, it’s amazing,” Lane agreed. A child’s giggle rang out and Tucker appeared, racing along on the other side of the glass pool fence, chased by Brynn and followed at a slower distance by Savannah. Lane swallowed.
“Hey!” Brynn gave them a warm smile and a wave as she raced by. She’d been irritatingly pleased when Lane had announced they were inviting friends over. She was always on at them to make more varied and age-appropriate friends as if Lane had ever cared about any of that.
“Hi y’all, enjoying the pool?” Savannah gave her blinding smile as she walked past a few seconds later, absolutely no hope of catching her wild giggling son ten feet ahead of her.
Mia gasped raggedly and Lane turned to look at her.
“You live with Brynn Marshall?” she hissed. “What the actual fuck?”
Lane laughed, and Aria too.
“And Savannah Grace?” Aria pointed out, her eyebrows sky high. She looked beyond flabbergasted. Mia blinked.
“That’s who that was? Holy shit! That’s wild. But seriously,” she gaped again, “Brynn Marshall? I am so fucking in love with her.” Her mouth was still hanging open, her eyes watching the family as they disappeared into the main house.
“Er, cool?” Lane wasn’t sure what to do with that statement.
“Oh, come on! Aren’t you?”
“No,” Lane said slowly. “She’s my friend.”
“Honestly, Lane, who even are you?” Mia’s eyes were enormous. “You’re such a dark horse.”
Then, the bottom dropped out of their stomach. At the pool gate stood Cassidy.
“Mind if I join you?” she paused. Everyone in the pool surveyed her. She wore a ridiculously cute red gingham swimsuit. It was a one piece, but somehow all the sexier for it with the way the heart-shaped neckline plunged between her breasts. She looked for all the world like a damned pin-up girl.
“Of course, honey, come in,” Mia said, her tone all excessive warmth, girl-to-girl, best friends already. Lane was not quite sure what that meant. As Cassidy entered the pool yard, she turned to close the gate and Lane swallowed hard as they saw the swimsuit cut so low that almost her whole back was exposed, the fabric clinging as it curved over her shapely backside. Lane wished momentarily for blindness. Nothing about the throb their lower body was doing right now was good news.
Lane swam to the edge and pulled themself out. They sat a few feet away from Mia and took a deep swallow of beer. Cassidy sat too, at the head of the pool, her creamy skin almost glowing in the fading afternoon light. She slipped her legs into the cool water and sighed. She looked over at Lane expectantly, cocking her head when they stared at her dumbly.
“I’m Cassidy,” she told the girls after a beat.
“Aria.”
“Mia. We’re at school with Lane. Are you… visiting?” Mia’s gaze was assessing.
“Kind of?” Cassidy kicked her feet slowly in the pool. “I sort of live here, I guess.” She smiled at Mia, who took a deep drink of her beer in response.
“You have to be related to Savannah,” said Aria. “You’re so pretty.” For once, Cassidy didn’t shoot the messenger. Clearly, the second half of the statement softened the terrible blow that yet again, someone thought she resembled her famously stunning sibling.
“Thank you. She’s my older sister,” Cassidy revealed, shifting slightly to lean back on her hands.
“Huh.” Aria looked at her. “That must be weird. Is it?”
Cassidy looked back for a beat, then a smile quirked her lips.
“Yeah,” she agreed. “It’s super fucking weird.”
As Aria and Cassidy bonded, Lane became aware of Mia’s eyes on them.
“Your body is so hot,” she said, her voice low. It was a compliment. It was, Lane knew that. But something in them nagged at them, that maybe Mia’s eyes were lingering on their chest scars a beat too long.
Lane knew they were good looking. It wasn’t a self-esteem problem holding them back from returning Mia’s flirting, certainly not these days. Not now that they could look in a mirror and see themselves looking back, just the way they’d always wanted to look. They knew that to a certain kind of straight girl - as well as a certain kind of queer girl - they were very much an object of desire. They’d been hit on a lot, both in public spaces and online and yeah, they’d definitely enjoyed some of the benefits of that. But occasionally that interest had an edge of exotic intrigue to it and that Lane steered clear of.
Mia misinterpreted their silence.
“You know that, right?” she said warmly, as though Lane needed reassurance. “You know you’re hot as fuck?”
Lane was suddenly aware that all eyes were on them, including Cassidy’s.
“Yeah,” they said, a slight bite of heat behind the words. “I know.” Great. Discomfort had made them sound like a narcissistic asshole.
“I’m pretty sure Lane doesn’t need you to tell them that,” Cassidy said, her voice light and teasing, perfectly covering the awkwardness. Mia gave her a slightly sharp look, which she ignored, instead flicking her toe in the water, expertly sending a small splash right across Lane’s chiseled torso, making Aria laugh and Lane splutter, then grin.
The moment passed, and they all ended up in the pool as the sun went down, water-fighting and laughing and shrieking. Lane did their absolute level best to keep their eyes diverted from the sight of Cassidy’s soft skin glowing in the fading light, and Mia did her best to be an extremely attractive diversion. It worked, mostly.
They all piled out as darkness fell, towels wrapped around dripping bodies.
“Should we get changed in your room, Lane?” Mia’s question should have been innocuous, except for the obvious glint in her bedroom eyes as she let her towel slip, just enough.
“Uh, sure, wherever suits.” Lane nodded towards the guesthouse.
“Oh, there’s a changing area in the pool room right there.” Cassidy smiled prettily at Mia, who blinked at her, as she gestured toward the small building right at the other end of the pool yard. “It was nice to meet you.” She looked both girls warmly in the eye, apparently oblivious to the frost radiating from Mia.
Then she stepped closer to Lane. A lot closer.
“I’ll see you at dinner?” Her tone was intimate as she looked up at them from under her lashes, slowly tucking a lock of wet hair behind her ear, her fingers lingering on the way down her neck. Lane nodded, faintly mesmerized. Cassie hesitated a second longer as they looked at each other, as if ensuring she had their full attention, before with a private, pretty smile for them, she turned to leave.
It was adamantly clear to Lane that Cassidy was pretending to flirt with them to gain them a little space from Mia. It was protective and it was cute, and Lane did not need to enjoy it quite as much as they were. Who even knew that Cassidy had a considerate streak? It took everything they had not to watch her walk away.
Mia turned on her heel and stalked away into the pool room without a backward glance. Aria hung back, regarding them with clear amusement.
“Oh Lane,” was all she said, with a shake of her head. “You are surrounded in trouble.”

Dinner, quite frankly, was a relief. Cassidy reverted to form, responding with unnecessary snippiness to a weary Savannah’s attempt to praise her new haircut, then huffed and sighed like an eight-year-old at Brynn’s gentle intervention. Lane was sitting next to her, rather than in the line of sight, so there was no conflicting awareness of her new physicality to deal with. Instead, they felt a comfortingly familiar sense of general irritation toward Savannah’s pain in the ass little sister and by the end of the evening, it all felt back to normal.
Except that from then on, at least once every day, Lane found themselves momentarily winded by how good Cassidy looked. They’d just be hanging with Tucker reading him stories or playing ball with him on the back lawn and all of a sudden Cassidy would saunter past in a cute little sundress or a tight t-shirt and Lane would have to swallow all the extra moisture that had suddenly arrived into their mouth. It was annoying.
They didn’t especially like Cassidy. They got that she was struggling through a hard time and was probably dealing with some residual trauma, but honestly, who the fuck wasn’t? The brattishness and ingratitude toward Savannah grated on Lane. Cassidy should be pleased as hell that she had a warm, generous, well-resourced family member inviting her to live in a gorgeous, safe mansion, but she just seemed pissy about it. Yeah, she could be sort of amusing and occasionally perceptive in a way that was a distant cousin of sweet, but that was on a good day.
It was aggravating that Lane’s brain knew all that perfectly well and yet their body had a mind of its own. It didn’t feel rational that despite Cassidy being Cassidy, Lane’s eyes still wanted to gaze upon her. It didn’t feel ethically correct how quickly their body lit up in her presence. Lane was slightly appalled that despite more than once being stirred to actual anger by Cassidy’s personality, values and beliefs, apparently all of that was discounted just because the shape of her waist made their mouth water.
Perhaps taking Mia up on her clearly obvious offer would honestly be better for everyone. Lane just wanted their brain back.



Chapter Eleven
Just over a week later, Cassidy stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom and tried not to hyperventilate. The biggest event she’d ever been to in her life had been at her high school gymnasium. What the hell did you wear to the Ryman Auditorium that said I’m a serious human being who doesn’t care that the star attraction tonight is my famous sister, but also I’m fascinating and sexy in my own right?
The minutes were counting down when finally she steadied herself. A little black dress was a cliche for a reason, and this one fit her like a glove. There was just enough skin on show and the insanely perfect cowboy boots Coral had insisted on buying her as a gift completed the outfit in a way that made her feel far more herself than any of the precarious heels in her new wardrobe. Carefully wavy hair and the red lipstick she’d finally figured out how to apply properly and all of a sudden it all came together. She snapped a picture and sent it to Coral.
She took a steadying breath and went downstairs. Savannah and Brynn had left for the venue hours ago, while Tucker was being put to bed by his back-up babysitter, Maya, so his regular nanny could have a night off for the occasion. Lane was sprawled on the couch, waiting for Cassidy instead.
“Finally,” they said as she appeared. They barely glanced at her outfit, so Cassidy had no reaction to gauge whether she looked hot, terrible, or somewhere in the middle. Lane - of course - looked fucking cool and attractive, because Lane always looked cool and attractive. They were wearing an appealingly lazy version of men’s formal wear, well-fitted, no tie, the white shirt partially unbuttoned for the occasional glimpse of muscular chest, like they’d just left a photo shoot for GQ magazine.
“Guess you’re my date.” Cassidy tried to poke them into looking at her seriously, but Lane just rolled their shoulders back and got to their feet.
“Guess so,” they agreed blandly. “Burt’s waiting.” They headed for the door without a backward glance. Just as it closed behind the two of them, Cassidy’s phone buzzed with a text. She pulled it out of her handbag to see that Coral had responded to her anxious selfie with a red kiss emoji and about time. get it girl.
“What?” Lane asked as Cassidy slid into the backseat after them. She wasn’t sure how they knew she had a somewhat relieved smile on her face without even looking at her, but apparently they did.
“Nothing,” she said. “Have you been to the Ryman before?”
“Yeah.” They gazed out into the sunset sky as the car headed up the driveway. “Savannah’s played it a stack of times, and Brynn a couple.”
“And?” Sometimes Lane just didn’t shut up and other times it was blood from a stone.
“And it’s everything everyone says it is. It’s fucking…church. Only in a good way. You’ll see.”
Cassidy did see. When Burt wished them a good night and they skipped the queue with their VIP passes, her breath caught. Inside was a literal church, but not like one she’d ever seen before. The vast space held over 2000 people, that much she knew, and all the long beautiful gleaming wooden pews faced down over two levels to the stage, the massive sound equipment hanging from the ceiling. It was already filling up with excited ticket holders.
Lane led them to their seats. They weren’t in the front few rows - those were reserved for the true VIPs and Cassidy gasped as she already recognised a few luminaries in their seats - but they were positioned in the fourth row. The stage would be within a few meters of them, closer than she’d be to her sister than if she was on the other side of the kitchen at home.
“You good?” Lane asked her as they found their position halfway down a pew. She’d stopped still, standing and staring at the hallowed stage.
“Oh! Yeah.” She sat down with a thump. Everyone she saw looked spectacular. This was the beating heart of Nashville, and an intimate show with one of the biggest stars in the country brought out everyone who was everyone. Cassidy felt small and out of place. It didn’t help that sometimes being with Lane was almost like being alone. They were gazing out at the stage thoughtfully, not remotely paying her any attention. She felt awkward in her dress - in her own skin - and uncharacteristically stuck for any words to get her concert-going partner to engage with her.
Thankfully, it wasn’t long before the seats were filled, the lights dimmed, and a speaker from the Grand Ole Opry welcomed them, introduced the guest artist and the crowd gave the kind of roar that could raise the roof. The curtains opened, the drum beat started and out walked the band. Coral looked dressed to kill and Cassidy felt almost overwhelmed to see a human she knew striding confidently onto that stage, in front of everyone who mattered. She wished she could channel that kind of energy.
The music began to build and suddenly the crowd screamed in unison, as shimmering in a bright spotlight, Cassidy’s sister emerged from the wings. She looked wild, a long sparkling gorgeous gown clinging to her huge pregnant belly, her hair loose and wavy, her lipstick even redder than Cassidy’s own. She’d somehow managed to fit herself into staggering heels - despite having been complaining all week about her swollen feet - and her stride was confident. The crowd leapt to their feet, losing their minds at her appearance, and she hadn’t even opened her mouth yet.
Within a beat, she reached the microphone. The chords shifted, and she belted out the first notes of Dumb and Rich. The crowd roared, but the sound system overwhelmed them. Savannah’s voice filled the space and all of a sudden, Cassidy’s hands started to shake. This was what she’d always dreamed of as a child, when her big sister had started to hit the big time. Savannah would come for her, take her out into the world, sit her down in the best seat in the house as she sang on the biggest stages, her little sister glowing with pride and love. That’s my sister, she’d tell anyone who’d listen, and they’d gasp and envy her, the kid with the shining star as her sister and best friend.
She felt tears stinging her eyes. Oh god, no, this wasn’t the time for some kind of childhood reckoning breakdown. She bit down hard on her lip, her fingers pinching her other hand as hard as she could, trying to focus on that pain, rather than the pain spilling through her. The song ended and Savannah greeted the crowd, her familiar voice warm and incredibly comfortable despite what Cassidy could only imagine to be immense pressure.
To her increasing distress the next song was Looking Back, an aching, beautiful love song that blown up large like this, in a damn church with perfect sound, felt like a broken heart. Her sister’s voice was stupidly exquisite and something inside Cassidy - a ferocious brick wall she’d constructed from abandonment, pain and rage - just crumbled. She couldn’t stop the sob that escaped, thankfully drowned out by music and the crowd, breathing in silent gasps, forcing her body not to shake under the weight of the emotion, desperate to be invisible.
Suddenly, an arm wrapped tightly around her shoulders where she stood. Lane stayed looking at the stage, as if to give her privacy, but the unexpected kindness only broke her up more. They pulled her right into their body as she wept, her face pressed into their firm chest, both arms around her now, even as they stood looking resolutely ahead. The song finished and as she tried to gather herself, Lane looked down at her tear-stained face and silently pulled a literal cloth handkerchief, neatly ironed and folded, from their jacket pocket and pressed it into her hand. Cassidy spluttered out a giggle through her tears.
“Who even are you?” She held up the handkerchief and looked at them, raising her voice over the crowd’s roar.
“It’s just for show, usually.” Lane shrugged. They watched her as she tried to rescue her mascara. “Here-” They grabbed the handkerchief back and gently, with one hand cupping the back of her head, wiped it carefully just under her left eye. “You’ll do.” They nodded. “This got snot on it, or what?” They ruined the moment neatly with a glance down at the hanky. Cassidy laughed and refused to take it back, so they gingerly tucked it back into their suit.
Savannah moved into the sweet wistfulness of Make me Wonder and Cassidy struggled valiantly, this time buoyed by Lane’s solid presence beside her. As Savannah hit the bridge and her voice soared, Lane elbowed her, practically daring her to cry again and she found herself smiling instead.
The rest of the show was equally life-ruining, but somehow it felt healing in a way she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It might be late - Cassidy would have thought too late - but here she finally was, the little sister at the Savannah Grace concert, dying of pride. Lane stayed close to her side, just in case she turned into a basket case again.
Then, Brynn joined Savannah on stage for Longing and as the ridiculously - and embarrassingly, if it were your sibling - sexy duet began, Lane shifted noticeably away. It was probably as weird for them as it was for her, seeing the couple they saw squabbling over breakfast each morning, singing to each other like they’d only just met and couldn’t look away.
When the encore was over and the house lights rose, Lane turned to her.
“You’re a Savannah Grace superfan,” they accused. “And if you don’t tell your sister how fucking amazing you thought she was tonight, I will literally never speak to you again.”
Fidgeting beside them, Cassidy watched the crowd slowly thin, before Lane led the way to the backstage entry. After showing their passes, security let them through and Cassidy nearly died when she saw the small crowd of who’s who of country music milling around backstage, laughing, drinking and toasting Savannah.
“Oh fuck,” she whispered to Lane when she’d stopped still so suddenly they’d bumped into her back.
“Jesus, Cassidy, be cool.” They stepped beside her and tugged her by the arm away from where she stood, staring in frightened awe at a country music legend three feet to her left. Lane literally did not seem to care, moving comfortably through the rarefied crowd with a confident nod to anyone who looked their way. Cassidy followed in their wake. All of a sudden, they were in the innermost circle.
Savannah looked up as they appeared and with a practiced sparkling smile, laid her hand on the arm of the famous man who currently had her ear and excused herself.
“My sister’s here,” she explained, and the thirteen-year-old that still lived inside Cassidy glowed.
“Cassidy has something to tell you,” Lane piped up annoyingly. Cassidy spared two valuable seconds to give them a dirty look. Then she looked at Savannah Grace and for the first time saw both the sparkling superstar and her tired, pregnant sister.
“You were incredible,” she said softly. “That was the most amazing show I’ve ever seen. I’m so proud of you - I can’t even believe you pulled it off.” She looked down at the belly containing her niece-to-be, then up at her sister’s face. Savannah was smiling like Cassidy had literally just given her the moon, a sheen of tears lighting up her eyes. For the first time, Cassidy realized that maybe family approval meant something to Savannah, too. She wasn’t sure who moved first, but her sister’s arms were around her, the ridiculous bump firmly between them, and they were hugging each other tightly.
“Thanks, Cassie,” she said in her ear, a catch in her voice. “That means the world to me.”
Cassidy blinked back tears of her own as she pulled back. Lane tried to hand her the handkerchief again and she elbowed them hard in the ribs. Brynn was smiling at them, her hand on Savannah’s lower back. Cassidy wondered if she was practically holding her up at this point of the evening, though Savannah’s game face didn’t show any obvious cracks.
“You know, it’s not even 9 p.m. on a Saturday night,” Brynn said, looking from Lane to Cassidy and back again. “You two should go out, explore the city.”
Cassidy’s heart leapt in her throat. Nashville at night? Music, bars, beautiful humans, more music. She wasn’t sure if she was terrified or wildly excited. Lane though just shrugged.
“Nah,” they said. “I have a stack of schoolwork to do. Plus, this one will turn back into a pumpkin and a couple of rodents come midnight.” They cocked their head at Cassidy, whose mouth dropped open in offense. Brynn raised her eyebrows.
“Ooh, did you hear that?” she said to Cassidy, her eyes sparkling with amusement, “Lane literally thinks you look like a fairytale princess this evening.”
Cassidy looked harder at Lane. They were rolling their eyes, but there was a faint hint of pink on their cheeks.
“You asshole.” She frowned at them, her voice low as Brynn and Savannah were interrupted by another luminary. “You could have told me that before we left the house. This place is such a big deal, and I’ve been so stressed all night that I look stupid.”
Lane looked actually abashed.
“Come on, Cassidy.” They finally looked her properly in the eyes. “You can’t possibly be worried about that.”
“I’m not you, Lane! You’re all cool and confident and always look ridiculously good. I’m just a small-town girl still trying to figure out which end of a lipstick is which,” she said with equal measures of exasperation and embarrassment. “You literally could have taken three seconds to tell me you thought I looked good.”
“You don’t look good, you look fucking gorgeous,” Lane blurted. Cassidy blinked. Her stomach flipped at the slightly ferocious tone in Lane’s voice. “It’s annoying, actually,” they continued. “With a girl that pretty on my arm, literally no one is going to hit on me tonight. It’s a bummer.”
“My apologies.” Cassidy couldn’t stop the smile spreading over her face at Lane’s clear discomfort. It felt like it reached all the way to her toes. “It didn’t seem to slow Mia down though,” she pointed out with a sly smirk.
“Are you kidding me? She’s so mad at your existence she’s barely even tried to shove my face in her cleavage all week.”
Cassidy laughed out loud.
“Poor Lane.” She patted their arm. She couldn’t quite help feeling smug about that. Something about Mia had just annoyed her from the get-go. Lane seemed like they deserved better, even if she was the kind of hot hipster girl Cassidy imagined them dating. “Do you want me to leave you alone, since you need attention so badly?”
“Uh, I think not.” Lane frowned. “I’m not leaving you alone here. You’re the little sister of the star and you look like that. Can’t you see how many sharks are circling us right now?”
Cassidy rolled her eyes.
“I suspect you’re exaggerating,” she said, though as she peeked around Lane she did notice at least two different older men trying to catch her eye.
“Oh, believe me, I’m not,” they said flatly. “I’m stuck chaperoning you so that Savannah doesn’t have to deck anyone while seven months pregnant. Do you want a drink or what?”
They ended up sitting side by side on a large speaker stack, each with a glass of champagne in hand, watching the celebrities with awe (Cassidy) and relative indifference (Lane), occasionally in silence and occasionally needling each other. No one interrupted them, despite Lane’s portending of doom. It was like they were in their own little bubble. It wasn’t long, though, before Brynn found them.
“So you’re really not going to act your age and go out and get sloppy drunk in a bar somewhere?” She sounded disappointed. When they both shook their heads, she sighed. “God, kids these days. You’re a disgrace. Alright, come on, Savannah’s sneaking out before her feet give way.”
She led the way through the crowd and out through a corridor to a back door. Outside, the town car was waiting. Savannah was in the front seat, chatting and laughing with Burt. Twenty feet in front of them, a crowd of excited fans and paparazzi flashing cameras were held back by a barricade and a small line of security guards. Lane, Cassidy and Brynn slid into the back seat to the sound of their shouts.
Sitting in the middle, Cassidy felt acutely aware of Lane’s body next to her own. There was something extremely compelling about the tight muscles in the suit beside her. At any rate, she definitely didn’t hate that Lane thought she was gorgeous. Somehow it meant more to her than the roaming eyes of powerful men backstage at the Ryman. Lane, for better or for worse, had always seemed to actually see her.



Chapter Twelve
“You’re not going to quit with this, are you?” Lane groaned from where they’d been innocently sunbathing on the back lawn a week later.
“No.” Brynn shook her head, plonked annoyingly right next to them, a blade of grass twirling between her fingers. “Come on, Lane. She’s twenty-four and she’s never been literally anywhere. You’re twenty-six and you never go out.”
“I go out-“
“Yeah, occasionally, when you miraculously somehow always meet girls. But the rest of the time, your best friends are a five-year-old child and an old married lesbian. You need to get out and live your life.”
“And by live my life you mean chaperone Savannah’s little sister around town?”
“I think you’d have fun! Just… take her to a bar, go listen to a band, how bad could it be?”
“And this is my responsibility, why?”
“Because she’s your age, and she’s lonely and bored. And you’re a nice person who wouldn’t leave her hanging, and who could stand to get out a little too.”
“Ugh,” Lane groaned. “If I say yes will you leave me in peace?”
“On the condition you promise to make it happen this week?”
“I’ll do you one better.” Lane spotted Cassidy appearing at the edge of the lawn on the way back from her visit with her friend, an actual horse. “Hey, Cassidy!” they called. “Want to go hang out in Nashville with me tonight? Get a drink or whatever?”
Cassidy’s head snapped up.
“Really?” She looked both shocked and excited. “Wait, why?”
“Because Brynn is forcing me to leave the house and making me invite you as well?” Beside them, Brynn sighed, but Cassidy just shrugged.
“Okay, sure.”

That evening when Cassidy came down the stairs, Lane forced themselves to look at her properly.
“You look great,” they said immediately. It wasn’t a lie, though it was an understatement. Cassidy looked so beautiful it made Lane’s teeth ache. Her dress was somehow a perfect blend of old Cassidy and new Cassidy: a sweet floral print, but the cut was modern and clinging. It left her pretty shoulders bare; her hair had been just slightly curled and kissed those same shoulders distractingly. The red lipstick was back, the one that made it frustratingly hard not to stare at her mouth.
“Thanks,” she said with a small smirk that left Lane wondering if this time she was feeling a tad more confident of her appearance. It would be no wonder since Lane had practically fallen over themself to splutter about her attractiveness the other night at the Ryman. God, how embarrassing. “You look good too.” She surveyed them frankly. “Shall we send a selfie to Mia?” she asked mischievously. Lane rolled their eyes and opened the door, gesturing her out to the waiting car.
“So, where am I taking you two tonight?” Burt looked from one to the other in the rearview mirror. There was a slightly knowing look in his eyes that Lane did not quite know how to correct.
“Downtown, maybe?” Lane told him, giving him a quick eyeball back in the mirror. “What do you want to do tonight?” they asked Cassidy.
“Honestly, I don’t care.” She looked at them and smiled. “I just want to be out of those damn glass walls and I want to hear some music.”
“Okay, well, that’s easy.” Lane shrugged. “We can start off at Printer’s Alley for a drink and see who’s playing.”
But the second they walked into the bar, Lane felt off. Sure there was a band on stage, but also, big screens were down around the room and-
“Oh fuck, it’s a football night.” They swallowed hard. Cassidy looked at them blankly.
“So? You hate football?”
“No, I hate footballers and people who love football,” they hedged. “This is not going to be my scene.”
The gender balance in the bar was badly skewed, mostly dudes. They were rowdy, shouting at the screens, the scent of beer strong in the air. A sense of anxiety crept up in Lane’s chest.
“Shall we get a drink?” Cassidy looked at them uncertainly.
“Uh yeah.” Lane moved them back towards the bar, not wanting to let Cassidy know how anxious they actually were. The line was long and they found their toe tapping impatiently, as they tried to figure out a good plan. Football night meant it didn’t matter where they went, the crowd would be more or less the same everywhere. Perhaps Lane was overreacting. They could stay under the radar surely and still show Cassidy a good time.
“What are you looking at?”
Lane flinched, which was already the wrong thing to do. The semi-circle of big guys next to them in the queue were already staring them down and now they sensed fear. Fucking great.
“Nothing, man,” they muttered. The closest guy leaned in.
“Man,” he said comically, his eyebrows raised to his friends, who tittered like buffoons. “Is that what you are?” He must have been in his forties, well over six feet tall, absurdly muscular arms in his shirt sleeves. His greasy dark hair was pulled back into a scraggly ponytail and his eyes were small and hard. Lane bit back about eight cutting quips and settled for averting their eyes, hoping he’d lose interest. “I’m talking to you, you little freak.” Nope, the voice was getting angrier. Lane was just about to drag Cassidy right the hell out of there when all of a sudden, her hand slid into theirs, entwining their fingers together.
“You gentleman aren’t planning on ruining my evening by hassling my boyfriend, are you?” She looked up at the closest meathead, her tone sweet as pie.
The guy looked incredulous.
“That’s not a boyfriend, honey,” he said. “That’s a-” He dropped a homophobic slur. Lane flinched again, but then out of nowhere, Cassidy was melding her body right into theirs, her fingers light on their chest as she smiled up at them with infatuated heat. Then she looked back at the looming harasser.
“Oh, believe me,” she said, her tone all sex and insinuation, “I can definitely tell you that’s not true.” She smiled confidently. Lane held their breath, but now the guy was transferring his unwanted attention onto Cassidy.
“I think you might need to get to know a real man, pretty girl.” He leered, taking another step closer, and his friends cheered. Lane’s spine went rigid, but Cassidy just cocked her head, considering.
“Don’t I know you?” she asked, searching his face. “I do! You’re a friend of my dad’s!” The guy blinked at her, standing still in his tracks. “Yes!” she continued as if delighted. “I’ve definitely seen you at one of his fights.”
“Fights?” the guy said warily.
“Yes,” Cassidy enthused. “My dad’s Jaxon “Dead-Eyes” Knight. You know him? He got disqualified recently for going a bit too hard on a guy when he was down, but he’ll be back in the ring soon. Oh look, there he is!” She waved excitedly toward the adjoining dining room. “You’ll have to come say hi,” she said to the guy, who was already backing towards his friends. “Come on babe, my dad’s waiting.” She pulled Lane along with her and they slipped past the protesting waitress and into the packed dining room.
“Holy shit,” Lane said, their chest still tight, heart hammering. “You think fast on your feet.”
“Necessary skill,” Cassidy said, her voice slightly high. “Uh oh, where to now?” The dining room was fully seated, and there was no exit to the street.
“Come on.” Lane grabbed her hand and pulled her right into the busy kitchen. Shouts followed, as the chef and kitchen hands whirled around them. Hand-in-hand they ran, bent over as if it would hide them, Cassidy squealing slightly in what sounded like glee as Lane tugged them out the chef’s entrance tumbling into the alleyway behind the bar. They kept running, in case some angry waiter thought they were skipping out on their bill, until one alley turned into another and finally they stopped, both breathing hard, leaning side by side against the brick wall.
“Oh my god,” Cassidy gasped, looking at them with wide eyes. “What a start!”
Lane looked back at her. She was so pretty, her eyes sparkling with mischief as if they’d just had a fun adventure instead of nearly getting the shit kicked out of them. Lane was supposed to be showing her around, being her safe guide and instead Cassidy was saving their ass.
“Can we rain check?” they said. “This is why I hate football nights.” Cassidy blinked, her smile fading, and Lane’s insides began to shrink. “I’m sorry,” they said. “I feel terrible that this is going to ruin your night out.”
Cassidy straightened her spine and turned her body toward Lane.
“It’s fine,” she said lightly. “In case you didn’t notice, it’s not a great night out tonight if you’re a girl either.”
Lane remembered the look in the big guy’s eyes as he ran his eyes over Cassidy’s body and they shuddered.
“I’ll message Burt,” they said, pulling out their phone. They sent a dropped pin and told him it was urgent, and then they waited.
“Does that kind of thing happen to you a lot?” Cassidy asked after a while. Lane stiffened.
“Nah. I mean sometimes.” They swallowed. “My whole life.”
“When you were a kid?” Cassidy looked at them. She didn’t sound pitying, just curious.
“From when I was in my early teens,” they told her. “It’s changed a bit recently, though.”
“How so?”
“Since I had top surgery and started T. Testosterone,” they added when she looked blank. “When I was younger I used to get read as, like, a really masculine girl. You know…a baby butch lesbian, for the most part. Now I get read as a guy a lot of the time, but one that’s not quite big or masculine enough. I used to get bashed as a dyke and now I get bashed as a fag.”
“I literally have no idea why that’s making you smile.” Cassidy stared at them in the dark.
“Just that people are fucking ridiculous,” Lane said wryly. “Honestly.”
They were quiet for a little while.
“Coral says people hate in others what they’re afraid of in themselves,” Cassidy volunteered after a while. “And that they hate the parts of themselves they were taught to hate.”
“When do you hang out with Coral?” Lane blinked.
“At the studio,” she said. “And in bars and on shopping trips and day spas and salons.”
“Right,” Lane said, suddenly realizing who to blame for Cassidy’s distracting metamorphosis. “Coral’s cool.”
“She’s the best,” breathed Cassidy. “I want to be her when I grow up, so badly.”
“Why?” Lane was curious.
“She’s so…confident. And talented, glamorous and cool. She holds her own space in the world without being an asshole about it. I wish I had a fraction of that. You have it too, you know.” She glanced sideways at them.
“Not tonight, I didn’t.” Lane stared down at the ground.
“Seriously?” Cassidy gazed at them. “You didn’t try to fight four huge men in a bar and that’s threatening your sense of self?” Lane looked up at that. “You’re right. You should definitely have taken them all on at once like some kind of action movie hero; that would have been the cool thing to do.”
Lane snorted.
“Is your dad really some kind of fighter?”
“No.” She shrugged. “He’s just some loser. But guys like that are never going to respect someone like you or me. They only give a shit if a tougher, stronger guy makes them. So I invent my own.”
As Lane looked at her in surprise, headlights suddenly lit up the alleyway. Cassidy sank back against the wall, but Lane grabbed her forearm and tugged her along with them to the safety of Savannah’s driver.
Once inside the car, Lane felt the tension melt off their shoulders. No one had gotten beaten up, Cassidy was safe, they were on their way home. Almost equally sharp was the sense of regret. The night they could have had flashed in their mind. Cassidy laughing at their side, slightly tipsy from a good drink, the two of them dancing to a live band, those blue eyes taking in a whole world that Lane could show her. Instead, they were going home to their same old lives.
“I’m sorry that happened to your night,” Burt spoke up from the front seat after Cassidy had told them briefly what had happened. “Don’t let it color your idea of Nashville,” he told her. “No town is at its best when the footballers are in charge.”
“It’s okay,” she said evenly, but Lane could still hear the disappointment in her tone.
A moment later, Burt spoke up again, glancing at Lane in the rearview mirror.
“You know, Nashville’s changed a lot, for better and for worse. When I was young, it wasn’t all that safe for us either.” Lane’s ears pricked up. They’d chatted to Burt hundreds of times, but he’d never used the word us in quite that way. His next words confirmed their dawning realization. “I was pretty good at flying under the radar, but some of the guys I dated weren’t. We got good at finding our own scene.”
“Like actual gay bars?” Lane said curiously.
“Yeah, sometimes,” he agreed. “But also, just carving out our own spaces, making our own kinds of nights. In fact-” He glanced at the road outside as they turned away from the city and the world opened up into dark countryside around them. “There’s a nice little spot around here you ought to check out, since your night got cut short. Want to take a look?”
Lane looked at Cassidy. Her eyes were bright and curious, so Lane shrugged.
“Sure.”
After a mile or two, Burt turned down a small country lane, then pulled up in an alcove surrounded in trees. He stopped the car, then rummaged under the passenger seat, chucking a neatly folded picnic rug toward Lane.
“It’s just through there.” He cocked his head toward a path between the trees, lit up by the moonlight. Lane looked at Cassidy again. She didn’t seem at all fazed by being out in the middle of nowhere in the dark. She was a country girl, after all. Lane, on the other hand, wasn’t entirely convinced this wasn’t creepy as fuck. Burt, however, was already pulling out one of the hefty novels that always accompanied him and resting back in the driver’s seat, so Lane, having already had Cassidy take control over the situation once already, made a point of leading the way.
The pathway was dim, but opened up on the other side of the trees into a tall grassy paddock lit up by the bright moonlight.
“Oh!” Cassidy arrived beside them, where Lane had stopped to stare. A few meters away stood some kind of tall metal tower. It was clearly built for function, not for aesthetics, but what function Lane wasn’t sure. A long metal ladder started about a foot off the ground and led up into the distance.
“Not scared of heights are you?” Lane looked at Cassidy and she scoffed. She grabbed hold of the ladder and climbed ahead. Lane gave it long enough to make sure they weren’t right under her dress as she moved up the rungs, then followed after her. As they stepped off the top, their breath caught.
Beyond the metal platform, spread the moonlit fields into the distance, and beyond that, a perfect view of the Nashville skyline lit up before them.
“Oh my god,” Cassie whispered, delight sparking off her. “It’s beautiful.”
Lane suddenly felt like maybe the night wasn’t totally ruined after all. They spread out the picnic rug and the two of them sat side-by-side, gazing out at the view.
“Damn,” they said after a while. “We totally should have brought wine up here.”
“Next time,” Cassidy said. “You can bring Mia up here and impress her with your romantic knowledge of the countryside.” Her voice was teasing and Lane rolled their eyes.
“Yeah, yeah.” They smiled, but honestly, Lane was secretly stoked that Cassidy was getting to see this with them. It beat a seedy bar off of Honky Tonk Avenue any day. They sat in silence for a while, listening to the quiet sounds of the country night, the occasional swoosh of a car on the highway beyond.
“Do you always date girls?” Cassidy asked out of nowhere. Lane looked at her. She seemed interested in the answer.
“Mostly,” they said. “Depends on your definition, I guess. I like feminine people, but I don’t really care how they identify.”
“So boys or girls or anyone, as long as they’re feminine?”
“Kind of? It works out as mostly girls, but theoretically, I’m open to anyone. Except cis het guys really.”
“Because they’re not usually feminine?”
“They’re not usually,” Lane agreed. “But I’m so masc these days they’re not likely to be attracted to me anyway. Besides, they’re pretty much all socialized to think they should always be in charge, and I’m not into that either.”
“You like to be in charge?” Cassidy’s voice got softer and, for some reason, Lane’s stomach flipped.
“Yeah, a little,” they admitted. Cassidy was quiet for a while. Lane kept their eyes on the view, but at least half their brain was taken up by Cassidy beside them, inexplicably exploring Lane’s sexual preferences.
“Have you slept with a lot of girls?” she asked a moment later.
Lane gazed up at the sky.
“Yeah,” they said simply. “Quite a few.”
“I’ve only slept with one person,” Cassidy confessed. “I dated him for nine months and we had sex a bunch of times. But it never got any better.”
Lane looked at her now. She was studying the skyline, but she was frowning a little. She looked like she was revealing a deep, dark secret. Lane remembered she was from a conservative church-going family and figured that to Cassidy, maybe that’s exactly what it was.
“What did you guys do?” they asked, wanting to get to the bottom of this confession. Cassidy blanched.
“What do you mean, what did we do?”
“What kind of sex did you have?” Lane pressed.
“The sex kind!” Cassidy looked at them incredulously.
“So…basic heterosexual penetration,” Lane confirmed.
“That’s what I said.” Cassidy looked like she was regretting the entire conversation already.
“Did you do anything else? Like at all?”
“I mean… we kissed and stuff.” She stared hard at the skyline. “And you know, he liked it if I… used my mouth.”
“Right.” Lane nodded. “And did he return the favor?”
“No,” Cassidy said shortly.
“Well, no wonder you had a crap time,” they said. “Sounds like he was terrible in bed.”
Cassidy stared at them. She seemed a little lost for words.
“How…” she started and then stopped. “What would you do differently?”
Lane stared at her, startled.
“What would I do, if I was having sex with you?” They confirmed the parameters of the conversation. Cassidy went bright pink in the moonlight and nodded. Lane tried to remember how to breathe. They were pretty sure Cassidy was just knowledge-seeking here. Wasn’t she?
“Well,” they said slowly, “I guess for starters I wouldn’t so much as touch you there-” they glanced over at Cassidy’s lap, “until you were so turned on you were begging me to.” They heard Cassidy’s breath catch and their stomach tied itself in knots. Recklessly, they couldn’t help elaborating, just a little. “I wouldn’t touch you there until you wanted it so badly you felt like you’d die if I didn’t.”
For a moment there was just silence and Lane couldn’t bring themself to pull their eyes away from the safe, distant view.
“How would you make me feel that way?” Cassie’s voice was whisper soft in the still of the night. Lane took another breath.
“I mean, there are so many other places I could touch you that would make you feel good.” They tried to channel a basic sexologist. “I’d take my time, use my hands and mouth on all of them.” Desire unspooled through their body at the thought. God, how they’d use their hands and mouth on her.
“You really think you could make me beg?” Cassidy’s voice was low and incredulous, and Lane started to think the whole conversation had been a weird, elaborate tease.
“Yeah,” they said with cool confidence. “I know I could.”
For another few seconds, there was silence. Then Cassidy spoke.
“Lane.” Her voice was a ragged whisper. “Please…”
Well, that was easy, Lane almost quipped, but when their eyes met Cassidy’s and saw the blue of her irises blown dark with deep need, Lane was leaning in and kissing her before they even knew they would. And what the fuck? How did sharp, prickly Cassidy have a mouth like that? So soft and warm and pliant that Lane was slipping in to taste her without even pausing to think about what they were doing.
They pulled back, worried they were overstepping drastically, but Cassidy just took a soft breath and tilted her face up close with shining parted lips, until Lane was kissing her again. Their tongues were exploring each other, heated and deliberate, and Lane distantly thought that even if Cassidy had only had bad sex, she was still a damn good kisser. And then they remembered the rest of the conversation.
Gently, so Cassidy knew it was an offer and not a demand, Lane began to kiss their way up her throat. As their tongue softly stroked against her warm skin, Cassidy took in a shaky breath. They kissed their way slowly and thoroughly up to just beneath her ear, then softly sucked her earlobe, teasing the pretty shell of her ear with incredibly soft breath and a hint of tongue. Cassidy shivered, a moan escaping her throat, and Lane couldn’t help tugging her up and into their lap to kiss her more deeply.
It was another escalation in heat and dizzily Lane pulled back to check in. Cassidy’s legs were curled around their hips, the pretty dress pushed up her pale thighs and Lane’s mouth went dry at the sight. Forcing themself to stay still, they held tight to her waist and watched her as her breath came out in little gasps.
“Please don’t stop,” Cassidy whispered, darting a brief heated look into their eyes, and Lane’s hands moved like they had a mind of their own.
“Can I?” They remembered to ask, their voice soft, fingers resting on the buttons down the front of her dress and Cassidy nodded quickly. Lane focused on keeping their fingers steady as they pulled one button undone and then another and another. Then it was Lane’s turn to take a sharp breath.
They’d been planning on maybe teasing Cassidy through her bra, imagining scraping their fingers over a hard nipple under lace. Instead, as they tugged the dress open, all they found was Cassidy.
“You’re…not wearing a bra,” they said, their words made blunt and stupid because of how all the blood in their brain had just rushed ferociously south. Cassidy glanced down at her body.
“I don’t like them,” she said simply. “I don’t wear them unless I absolutely have to.” Lane had a brief moment of pained realization at the coming daily torment in their life, now they had this information.
They couldn’t stop staring. Cassidy - in their lap, with her dress tugged astray, the moonlight on her perfectly bare breasts - was literally the sexiest thing Lane had ever seen in their life, and that was despite having been intentionally modest about the amount of women they’d gotten to see naked.
“Oh fuck.” Their breath escaped helplessly. “Cassie,” they whispered, “they’re so pretty.”
Cassidy lowered her lashes. She arched her back slightly in Lane’s lap and Lane was momentarily concerned they were about to disgrace themself, just from the view alone. A hungry sound escaped them and they stroked their fingers over the shape of her, letting their fingertips trace lightly over rigid pink nipples. Cassidy gasped raggedly as Lane leaned in to kiss their way over her breasts. She arched harder, pressing for more contact, and Lane began to lick and nip at her for real. They tugged a hard nipple between their lips and scraped their teeth over it, then began to suck.
Cassidy’s hips started to writhe as she moaned softly at the sensation. God, the sounds she made, Lane was almost in pain hearing her. She began to push herself against Lane’s lap, hungry for friction. They were rapidly reaching the point of no return. Lane was longing to slip their fingers under her dress and up those pretty thighs, imagining how hot and wet she’d be, judging from the flush of her throat and the taste of her kiss. With agonized, supreme effort, they just barely managed to remember who they were and exactly what the hell they were doing.
Lane pulled back slowly and dropped a quick kiss on her upturned lips. Then, desperately aiming for business-like, they pulled together the front of her dress and methodically began to do up the buttons.
Cassidy stilled, her chest heaving under their hands.
“Lane.” Her voice sounded slightly strangled. “What are you doing?”
“Cassidy.” They managed to make their voice sound normal, their mouth still temptingly far too close to hers. “Did you honestly think we were going to have sex up here? On a hard metal tower in a field, while Burt waits in the car? Because if you did, you’ve seriously underestimated what sex with me would be like.”
Cassidy took a ragged breath as Lane finished with her buttons and smoothed the front of her dress.
“Burt seemed to have managed it just fine in his day,” she pointed out, as if this jibe would sway them. Her eyes were still dark, but now slightly aggravated. Lane gently shoved her off their lap.
“Well, I suggest you go ahead and ask him how he did it.” They grinned at her wide-eyed, indignant face. Quickly before they caved into the temptation to touch her again, they scooped up the picnic rug and stepped onto the ladder. “Come on, before Burt gets the wrong idea about our evening.”
“Or the right one,” Cassidy pointed out, following them down. Lane’s stomach clenched at that. Tonight wasn’t a date, but some very date-like activity had just taken place. With Cassidy. Oh shit, if Brynn didn’t kill them, Savannah definitely would. Lane led the way back to the car quickly, Cassidy close on their heels.
“How was that?” Burt asked as they both climbed back into their seats, Cassidy banging the door closed with slightly too much force.
“Prettiest view I’ve ever seen,” Lane confirmed, definitely not lying. Cassidy cut their eyes towards them and then out the window, sitting stiffly. There was a terrible part of Lane that was enjoying seeing Cassidy looking prickly again and trying to be dignified, knowing without a doubt she was sitting in slick wet panties. Their smugness was somewhat undone by the persistent throb their own body was doing at the thought of her obvious arousal.
Their thoughts flew by as fast as the dark roadside, and then all of a sudden Burt was dropping them off inside the compound. The two of them farewelled him and began to walk, side by side, as he drove away. At the precise mid-point between the main house and the guesthouse, Cassidy stopped walking. Lane turned to look at her.
“Take me to bed with you,” she said, and Lane swallowed hard. They’d never been so simply and directly propositioned by someone so extremely tempting. They also knew if they let Cassidy into the guesthouse tonight, they’d never be able to stop until they’d had all of her. And judging by the look on Cassidy’s face, no one would be putting the brakes on anything tonight. For one heated second Lane wavered, the sound of Cassidy’s gasps and moans still echoing in their ears. Imagined having her naked.
“Cassidy,” they said instead, deliberately not touching her, despite how their hands itched to. “We kind of live together,” they pointed out. “My job, your sister… It’s too complicated. We can’t just jump into bed together.”
“Feels like we could.” Cassidy looked at them from under her lashes, and Lane took another steadying breath.
“Yeah,” they admitted, swallowing hard. “It really does.”
“Then-” Cassidy stepped closer, her lips parted and begging, her eyes full of hunger. Lane kissed her, just quickly and just once, before forcing themself to stop.
“Goodnight Cassidy.” They stepped back, watching as the surprise flared in her eyes, then turned and bolted into the guesthouse, before they could complicate things even more than they already had.



Chapter Thirteen
The next morning at breakfast, things could not have been more awkward. Lane tried to focus on helping Tucker butter his toast but at least seventy-percent of their brain was taken up by the understanding that Cassidy had apparently assessed this morning’s t-shirt as belonging to the bra-not-required category of outfits and Lane was never going to be able to get through a normal conversation in their life again.
“How was your night?” Brynn asked.
“Fine,” Lane muttered, their mind too full of perfect breasts to speak syllables.
“Okay.” Cassidy shrugged. Okay? Lane couldn’t stop the eye-roll that snuck out. Sure, maybe there’d been no fancy cocktails or amazing music, but Cassidy had more than enjoyed herself; that much had been obvious.
“Did something happen?” Savannah looked from one to the other, her spidey senses obviously tingling, and Lane felt the blood drain from their face. They were just about to deny everything and perhaps dive under the table to hide when Cassidy replied.
“It was football night. Lots of drunk meatheads out. We cut it short.”
She didn’t mention the threat to their safety, and Lane was grateful for that. Savannah was the one person at this table who’d seen the aftermath of one of Lane’s beatings as a teenager and they did not need her to fret over the idea of history repeating, especially with her little sister present. Of course, there were a lot of things Cassidy had just left out about their night that were definitely for the best.
“That sucks.” Brynn looked at the two of them in turn. “Guess you’ll just have to make it happen another night instead.”
“Guess we will.” Cassidy looked at Lane, her eyelashes lowered. Lane nearly choked on their orange juice.
The day went on in a thankfully normal fashion. After a couple of blessedly mild days, the sun was blazing again and Lane kept Tucker indoors out of the scorching heat. Brynn went off to record, and to Lane’s relief, Cassidy went with her. Savannah had a series of meetings at the record label, so the house was quiet and the day uneventful. Uneventful, that was, except for the occasional slam of extraordinarily heated memory that hit Lane at odd moments throughout the day.
They were cutting a sandwich on the kitchen bench and the image of Cassidy writhing her hips in their lap in the moonlight suddenly overwhelmed them. They were hunting for the remote in the living room when they relived the gasp of pained desire that escaped Cassidy when they first ran their tongue over a tight pink nipple. As they sank down on the couch, they recalled perfectly the ragged tone in Cassidy’s voice when she begged for Lane to touch her.
Maybe Lane had done the right thing in shutting things down before they’d crossed the line into actual sex, but to their deep discomfort they suspected they were suffering at least as much as Cassidy was from their mutually unmet desire. Damnit, why did she have to be so attractive? It was Cassidy, Lane kept reminding themselves on loop. Just Savannah’s annoying sister, the girl who was kind of a brat. Lane was adamant they were going to keep it in their damn pants.
They had dinner early since everyone - Savannah mostly - was ravenous. The rest of them pretended for her sake. Lane made sure to sit next to Cassidy instead of across from her, remembering how much easier life was when they weren’t tempted to look at her all the time. Tucker was excitable and bouncing and thankfully dominated the dinner table discussion. He begged for an after-dinner swim with Lane after being cooped up from the heat all day, and after checking in, his parents eventually agreed.
The two of them dive bombed into the cool water and shoved and played as the darkness fell. Then, out of the fading light, Cassidy appeared. She was wearing a bright red bikini that honestly just didn’t seem to be playing fair. She slid into the water and came over to greet her nephew.
“Hi!” Tucker looked excited to see her.
“Hi!” she replied. “What are you playing?”
“Hungry dinosaurs,” he told her.
“How does it go?”
Tucker explained the rules he’d just made up on the spot three seconds ago, and Cassidy embraced them with enthusiasm. Her squeals competed with Tucker’s, causing him no end of delight and by halfway through the game he was clinging to her like a monkey, Lane suddenly chopped liver.
“Tucker!” Brynn called from the front porch. “It’s time for bed.”
“Noooo, Mom!” he protested, and Lane detected the gathering storm of a total meltdown. They went to take him from Cassidy but to their surprise, she hugged the little boy to her tightly.
“Are you ready?” she asked him, then plunged him down under water with her. He came up giggling, then she whooshed him up out of the pool and ran with him, making him chase her up the steps to his mother. “Quick, go to sleep!” Lane heard her tell him. “Then it’ll be tomorrow and we can play again!”
Somehow it worked because Lane heard a chorus of goodnights and the door close, before Cassidy padded through the darkness and reappeared at the pool. Lane’s heart began to bang in their ears. The moon was still rising behind the trees and the pool was in shadow, but her wet body gleamed as she slipped back into the water. Lane swallowed.
“Thanks for playing with him.” They tried to act like there was nothing interesting about the two of them being alone together, semi-naked, in the dark. “He’s so excited to get to know you.”
“He’s adorable,” Cassidy replied. “And he’s fun to hang out with.” She was drifting closer and Lane’s chest was getting tight.
“Still,” they jibed, “that was almost sweet of you. It’s so weird to see.”
Cassidy was in front of them now, barely a foot away, her body between Lane and the pool wall. Lane should definitely be moving away, but they very much weren’t.
“I think,” Cassidy said, her eyes dark in the dim light, “given the right context, you might find I can be extremely sweet.”
“And what context is that?” Lane took the bait. A wet, slender thigh slid straight around their hip and Cassidy wrapped her legs around their body, both in invitation and demand. Lane’s hands slipped greedily around her bare waist to hold her and already they were kissing. They’d been left alone for less than a minute. Lane should be better than this, but resisting her felt insane, impossible, beyond their basic human capabilities. Already, little soft sounds tumbled from Cassidy’s throat as their tongue slipped urgently into her mouth.
She pulled back after a moment of heated kissing, her expression hungry as she ran first her eyes and then her fingers down over Lane’s slippery pecs, scraping her teeth over their small rigid nipples. Lane’s breath caught hard, sharp gratitude flaring for the skill of the surgeon that had left their sensation intact, Cassidy flicking over them with her hot tongue. She bit Lane’s pec, none too gently, making them gasp, then pulled back further to look down at their abs.
“God, Lane,” she whispered, her fingers exploring the hard ridges of muscle. “Honestly, these are so unnecessary.” Her voice was practically a moan. She bit her lip as her fingers eagerly teased and roamed. “How dare you,” she whispered, tracing along their obliques to the front of their waistband. Lane’s whole body clenched.
They’d known since last night that Cassidy very much wanted Lane to touch her. But it was another thing altogether to know that she very much wanted to touch Lane, too. Oh god, this lust was mutual. So mutual, too mutual, Lane’s fingers were already pulling at the ties to her flimsy bikini top.
“Oh, fuck.” The curse spilled from Lane’s lips as they bared Cassidy’s body to their hungry eyes, the wet scrap of lycra sliding down her waist. God, how was she even more beautiful tonight than she’d been the first time they’d seen her? Her skin was gleaming with tiny drops of water, her nipples hard in the night air. This was stupid, they were out in the yard, anyone could come by but Lane couldn’t seem to stop, instead filling their mouth with her, listening to her gasp and cry out as they nuzzled and teased her soft breasts.
Her legs gripped tighter, and they were both grinding their lower bodies into the other, Cassidy rocking her center against Lane’s groin and Lane pressing back just as hard, cursing the bikini bottoms and board shorts between them, feeling desperate.
“Hey, Lane!” Brynn’s voice rang out, the patio light flicking on simultaneously, spilling light onto the edges of the pool. Cassidy ducked underwater, entirely disappearing from view, and Lane whirled around with a splash. “Have you seen Tucker’s green dino? He’s losing his mind.”
“Uh…” Lane’s brain took what seemed like an hour to process those words into a sentence that made remotely any sense. “I’m not sure.”
“Can you please help me go over his tracks? I think Savannah might actually die if we can’t figure this out.”
Cassidy emerged from under the water, her bikini top back in place, smoothing her wet hair out of her face.
“Sure,” they replied distantly, staring at her helplessly. Her eyes were sparkling with slight shock and intense mischief, the same way that they had in the alleyway in Nashville and Lane desperately wanted to kiss her crooked smile. Instead, they shook their head at her and dragged themself out of the water to go find a dinosaur. When they returned, only minutes later, the pool was empty and still.
Lane looked toward the guesthouse, remembering Cassidy’s plain insistence of the night before, but, to what they had to admit was their intense disappointment, there was no blonde wet beauty waiting inside to ambush them. All evening they half expected a knock at the door and by the time they were laying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, they had to hand it to Cassidy. She really could give as good as she got.



Chapter Fourteen
It was early the next morning when Lane entered the main house, realizing they were out of milk for their coffee. They were still in the boxers they used as pajamas, a loose tank top thrown on in case Annabelle was already in, but as they entered the kitchen, the only person there was Cassidy.
“Morning,” they said, their voice slightly gruff, making her turn from where she was heaping sugar into a steaming mug.
“Morning,” she said back, her eyes flickering over them. Her hair was still damp and fragrant, straight out of the shower, her creamy skin a little flushed. She wore a short white robe, tied at the waist. Clearly, she’d planned to take the coffee back to bed.
Lane remembered what they were doing there and opened the fridge door to grab a spare carton of milk. When they closed the door, Cassidy was leaning against the bench, her eyes still on them, her coffee untouched beside her.
If things were normal, they’d be making small talk, perhaps teasing each other, perhaps spiky and annoyed at each other’s presence. Instead, the loud silence roaring between them was far more telling.
Lane had gone to bed horny and woken up horny. It seemed to be their new default setting. Seeing Cassidy in a small flimsy robe, smelling like shampoo and warm skin, her eyes raking down Lane’s torso… god it was too much first thing in the morning.
They had got what they came for and it was definitely time to go, but Lane hesitated, just a second longer than necessary, and Cassidy’s mouth moved in a small smirk.
“Fuck,” they breathed and dropped the carton on the counter, giving up and letting themselves just stare. Cassidy stared back.
“How’d you sleep?” she asked knowingly.
“Like a baby.” Lane narrowed their eyes.
“Liar.”
“I’m gonna go,” Lane tried.
“No, you’re not.” Cassidy bit her lip. She was right. Lane was already moving toward her. A small smile of satisfaction lit up her face as Lane’s hands found her hips and pressed her back against the bench, their eyes roaming.
“Goddamnit, Cassidy,” they whispered. “Are you wearing anything at all underneath this thing?”
“No,” she murmured back. She slid her hands under Lane’s tank top, her thumbs tracing their lower abs. She raised her lashes and gazed up at them, her blue eyes serious. “I’m quite naked.”
Lane groaned. They slipped one hand under the robe, trailing their fingers slowly up the back of her thigh, then higher, inhaling sharply as they found nothing but more bare skin. They traced lightly over the curve of Cassidy’s beautiful ass and she shuddered at the deliciously intimate touch, her eyes dark with want.
“Lane,” she breathed, her thumbs still stroking just above their boxer shorts. “Come back upstairs with me. Come to bed. I’ll let you have me,” she murmured softly against their ear lobe and Lane convulsed. They could see it so clearly, the two of them entwined in Cassidy’s still warm bed sheets, Lane using their mouth to make her cry out in the early morning light. And then…
“And then what?” Lane asked bluntly. “What happens after that?”
Cassidy blinked. She hesitated.
“I…” her voice trailed off.
“You see my point?” Lane said plainly. “We live together. Your actual, literal family are my only family. You can’t use me to scratch an itch, Cassidy, and I can’t use you.”
“Tell that to your hand right now.” Cassidy’s voice was sharp and Lane swore softly, jerking their hand back from under her robe.
“Sorry,” they apologized. Cassidy’s face was flushed.
“No Lane, you’re right,” she said shortly. “No one here should be using anyone.” She grabbed her coffee and abruptly left the kitchen.
“Cassidy-” Lane called after her, but she was gone. “Fuck,” Lane berated themself, and slapped their forehead.
Cassidy did not come down for breakfast. Brynn disappeared to the studio for the day, so Lane assumed Cassidy had gone, too. They went about their day feeling some weird combination of justified and irritated at Cassidy for not seeing how right they were, and yet totally regretful of their own stupid mouth.

“This shit is fucked.”
Lane and Mia looked up across the study room table at Aria’s uncharacteristic swearing.
“I mean, yeah,” Lane shrugged at her, but Aria was looking furious.
“I mean, who on earth decided having a vulva meant you had to love pink and unicorns and having a penis meant you liked blue and trucks and then decided it had to be enshrined in law? Even if you’re two years old. Even if you’re a fetus.”
“Are you literally just discovering the gender binary?” Lane asked wryly and Mia laughed.
“Straight people,” she scoffed. Aria rolled her eyes.
“No,” she said. “Obviously, I understand the concept. It’s just the more I read about it, the more asinine it becomes. And then you look at all this-” She lifted her phone and flashed them a headline about Republican laws forcing transgender children from their supportive families under the guise of child protection laws, her eyes flashing with rage. “You just wonder what the hell they’re so afraid of that they can’t even let little children be themselves.”
“They hate anyone they can’t control,” Lane said evenly. “Women, queer people, anyone even slightly non-binary. The right pretend they care about children. They hate children. People like that have been trying to destroy me since I was in kindergarten.”
Mia grabbed their hand and squeezed it fiercely. Lane let her, for a moment, before carefully disentangling.
“I get that,” Aria said softly. “They especially hate children if they’re Black. We’re not even allowed to be children in their eyes, just already culpable, disposable and dangerous by the time we can walk.”
“Fuck conservatives.” Mia squeezed her empty hand into a fist on the tabletop. “They’re poisonous. If you’re not white, straight and cisgender, they’d rather you died.”
“I don’t know,” Lane said softly. They thought of Cassidy, the bullet points she spoke sometimes about higher education, about gender, about sexuality. They thought of her dating some guy for almost a year who never once cared about her pleasure. They thought of her face as she tried to deny that anyone had hurt her, about her split-second instinctual street smarts in the face of aggressive men. “I think they’ll hurt you even then. I think they can make you hate yourself, no matter who you are.”
The three of them worked on in silence for a while.
“Do you guys want to get burgers?” Aria spoke up as she checked the time. Lane glanced at the library windows in surprise. The shadows were growing long. They’d been happily absorbed in the work, side-by-side with Mia and Aria, for once not trying to escape at the earliest possible second. Was Lane… making friends with early childhood students? Mia stretched and gathered up her notes.
“Can’t,” she said with a slightly smug smile. “I’ve got a date.” Lane looked up. She was watching their face, eager for their reaction.
“Cool,” they said, aiming for nonchalance.
“Yeah.” She got to her feet, tucking a lock of soft green hair behind her ear. “Figured I’d spend some time with someone who isn’t all hung up on some blonde straight girl.” She picked up her bag and blew them both a kiss. “Just for now, of course,” she threw over her shoulder with a confident smirk and a little finger wave before she flounced off. Lane could only stare.
Aria laughed
“Did she just dump you?” She raised her eyebrows. “Guess you’re going to have to up your game. What do you reckon, just you and me?”
“Thank you for the offer,” Lane said, actually meaning it, “but there’s somewhere I need to be.”
“Mm, I’ll bet.” Aria smiled.

When they got home, Lane looked for Cassidy everywhere. She wasn’t sunning herself by the pool, or reclining on a sofa in any of the living rooms. She wasn’t hiding in her room even though Lane peeked, just briefly, when their knock went unanswered, the sight of her unmade bed and rumpled sheets doing something weird to their insides. She wasn’t curled up in the music room or helping herself in the kitchen. Brynn was home, laughing with Savannah in the singer’s study, so she wasn’t staying late at the studio. They walked out to the horse paddocks. She wasn’t there either. Then Lane blinked. Neither was her horse friend.
Shit. The sun had already sunk behind the hills and the sky was rapidly darkening. They quickly checked the stables and sure enough, there was a saddle missing. Lane swore again, their heart rate climbing as they surveyed the surrounding fields. They couldn’t see a returning rider anywhere. Goddamnit, Cassidy didn’t know the territory; there was no mobile reception after you left the back paddock and Savannah’s rule of no solo rides for newbies was for a solid reason.
Lane’s vision was already filled with a crumpled body flung off under the trees or crushed under a ton of silly equine as they grabbed another saddle and bridle and jumped the fence to the next paddock where the big dappled gray Misty stood. She stepped sideways, not liking Lane’s agitated movements, dodging the bridle twice as they reached for her.
“You know you kind of suck with horses,” came the observation from the other side of the fence. Lane whirled around, just in time to see Cassidy climb down from Jasper’s back and lead him into the stable to unclip his saddle. She must have snuck from the Western path, the final stretch approaching from behind the Linden trees. Lane grabbed their own bridle and saddle and marched into the stable, where they shoved them roughly back into place. Cassidy was briskly brushing Jasper down in the gloomy light, talking to him softly.
Lane went back outside into the dusk and took a moment to kick the shit out of a small mound of packed dirt, before forcing themself to take deep slow breaths.
“You good?” Cassidy asked warily, leading Jasper around them and back to his own paddock, where she slipped off his bridle and let him go. Lane followed her around to the fence line. “What?” Cassidy sounded exasperated when they stopped beside her, trying not to lose their mind.
“You can’t ride alone,” they started, their tone as mellow as they could possibly make it. Cassidy’s head snapped up, two blotches of pink appearing on her cheeks.
“Oh, for crying out loud! Savannah told me my only option was to ride with you, and that’s clearly not an option at all-”
“Why not?” Lane was aggrieved. “I would ride with you. You haven’t even asked me!”
“I don’t need to ask you!” Cassidy cried. “First you didn’t like me, then you decided we were using each other. I don’t know what you’re doing here, because we clearly shouldn’t be around each other at all.”
“Cassidy.” Lane took a breath. “I’m sorry. I misspoke.”
“Whatever.” She looked at the ground. “You clearly meant it. Let’s just let it go.” She turned to walk away.
“Do you want to know what I’m doing here?” Lane called after her. “I was terrified you were lying hurt somewhere out there-” they gestured wildly at the dark trees and hills all around them, “and I was about to get on a horse and fucking ride everywhere I could think of, in the dark, to come find you.”
Cassidy stopped walking. She turned around slowly and looked at them.
“So you’re a decent human,” she said quietly. “Thanks for caring if I’m dead.”
“Oh, for god’s sake!” Lane strode up to her. “I clearly care about you, okay?”
Cassidy looked back at them. Whatever she saw in their face and agitated movements made her shoulders drop. She nodded.
“Okay. Thank you, I guess.” They looked at each other for a beat. “Well, I’m going to go,” she said awkwardly, turning again. Lane rolled their eyes - at themself, at the situation, at the world - before all but flinging themself after her.
“Cassidy, would you just please stop?” they pleaded. “Let me just talk to you, for like, a single second.”
Cassidy stopped. She looked at them for a long moment, then with a sigh, stepped off the walking track and flung herself down on the soft cool grass. Lane joined her, sitting a foot away, trying to gather the thoughts that had felt so clear before they’d laid eyes on her again and everything had gotten hazy.
“This morning,” they said. “It came out wrong. My brain was literally not functioning because my hand was on your ass.” They whispered the last part with the reverence it deserved. Cassidy spluttered out a surprised laugh.
“Not your finest moment,” she agreed wryly.
“No. But here’s what I was trying to say. I didn’t mean that you were using me. I meant that as far as I see it, you’re pleasure seeking.” Cassidy blinked at them. “You’ve been…freed, I guess, from your previous life, and you’re trying out all kinds of new ways to be and new experiences to have. It’s not a bad thing; actually, I think it’s fucking wonderful. You should have new experiences. I love that for you. Then you figured me for someone who was great in bed-”
“I did think that, but now I’ve spent more time with you I’ve revised it to merely adequate.” Cassidy raised her chin.
“You’re such a liar.” Lane found themself grinning, but Cassidy didn’t give an inch. “Look: I’m around, we obviously have chemistry-” god, that was an understatement, “-and we started to cross some lines. To scratch the itch, as I so gracefully put it. It happens.”
“And as for you, using me?” Cassidy looked at them flatly. She couldn’t seem to let go of that. God, Lane was a dick.
“For me,” they hesitated, “it’s a slightly different situation. I’ve had different experiences. I also have different, uh, potential outlets. You’ve been pretty much marooned here since you got here. I have social circles and a life outside this house.”
“You have all the Mias,” she translated flatly.
“Well, yeah,” Lane admitted. “If I need to scratch an itch, there’s pretty much always an option.”
Cassidy looked the opposite of impressed. The gaze she gave them was straight up withering.
“That’s so great, Lane,” she said sarcastically. “So why have we been fooling around, exactly?”
“Because I can’t stop thinking about you!” Lane burst out. “Because you’re so fucking beautiful, I turn into a sex-crazed idiot around you. God, Cassidy, the problem for me is that you are the itch.”
Cassidy’s lips parted in a slow intake of breath. She stared. Lane stared back, their face hot.
“Oh,” was all she said.
“And,” they quickly added, “you’re my employer’s little sister. And we live together. And,” they looked down at the grass, “you’re right, in that sometimes I’m not even sure we like each other. We’re so damn different.”
Cassidy digested that for a while. They sat in silence, the darkness creeping, the crickets and the frogs starting to sing.
“You’re wrong about one thing,” she said eventually.
“Oh, yeah?”
“I’ve been asked out twice this week,” she informed them. Something in the pit of Lane’s stomach twisted, hard. “A bartender, while I was out with Coral, and one of the sound techs at the studio.”
“That’s great,” they said automatically. Why did that feel like actual pain? Just a bit?
“Yeah,” said Cassidy. “I didn’t take either of them up on it, because of how I was already sneaking around with someone hot, but it sounds like I probably should.”
No, you shouldn’t, Lane shouted, but just in their brain.
“Probably,” they just about managed, frowning down at the grass between their shoes.
“Okay then,” Cassidy sighed. “To summarize.” She leaned back on her hands and looked at Lane. “You want me, but it’s too complicated and you think I’m a jerk.”
“I-” They frowned. “I think we’re different,” they corrected. She gave a small smile.
“Mmhmm,” she continued. “You have other options to fool around with, and you think I should go out there and find some, too.”
“I-” The words literally stuck in their throat. Cassidy raised her eyebrows. “I mean-“ Lane could not make themself say it.
“Spit it out, Lane.” Cassidy looked at them calmly. “Tell me to fuck other people.”
Lane stared at her. They opened their mouth, then closed it again. Cassidy watched, her head slightly cocked, waiting.
“Argh!” Lane threw up their hands. They leaned all the way in and kissed her, hard. She let out a quick surprised breath then kissed them right back; within two seconds she was pushed flat in the grass, Lane’s body pressing her down as they kissed each other desperately. Cassidy’s hands clung tight to their body, clutching their back, slipping up their shirt and down inside their shorts, her hands more than getting their own back for Lane’s indiscretion in the kitchen earlier. Little gasps and moans spilled from her mouth - oh god and from Lane’s mouth too - as they ground down into her, wanting to melt all the way into her warm, yielding body.
The feeling of her drove them wild: the soft breasts pressed against their chest, the tight hips pushing up against their own, the heat of the mouth they couldn’t stop tasting. Lane could not get enough of her. With a desperate internal struggle, they pulled back, the two of them panting, staring, fingers clutching tight to the other. Cassidy’s lips were kiss-swollen and shining in the dark.
“Fuck, Cassie.” Their voice cracked. “Everything I just said, I still stand by. But…I can’t tell you to fuck someone else. I’m… I’m-” They felt crazed. “I’m so fucking into you.”
“I know.” Her voice was breathless, her blue eyes wide. “Me too.”
Lane stroked back her hair, tucked it behind her ear, cupping her face before their hand drifted slowly away. Cassidy’s lips parted, neither of them used to tenderness sneaking in. Lane was about to kiss her again, almost to distract from the softness of their touch, when Cassidy’s hand came up and pressed back against their chest to stop them.
“To summarize,” she said again, and Lane smiled. “You’re into me. So into me.” Cassidy’s lower lip quirked. “And you don’t want me to fuck other people. But you’re not sure you actually like me and our lives are too mixed up together for us to go any further.”
“Yes.” That really did about sum it up.
“So, on balance, we really should stop fooling around.” She looked up at Lane, her skin still flushed from their kisses, her lips full and pink even in the dim light.
“Probably?” Lane was still on top of her. They ran their hand down the side of her body, so reluctant to let go. Cassidy smiled.
“Okay. Well.” She cocked her head from where she lay, her golden hair spilling around her into the dark grass. “On the count of three, perhaps?”
Lane took one last longing nip of her soft lower lip, then pulled back and looked her in the eye.
“Okay.”
Cassidy counted. On two, she firmly squeezed Lane’s ass one last time in farewell, but on three she let go. Lane rolled off her and gazed up at the first stars gleaming into view They lay side by side in silence for a long moment, just breathing together, before Cassidy sat up.
“I’m so glad we had this talk,” she said, her voice light. Lane rolled their eyes into the darkness. They got to their feet and reached down a hand to pull her up. They didn’t want to let go of her fingers, but after a few seconds, they did.



Chapter Fifteen
The following morning, Cassidy looked into her wardrobe like she was staring into the abyss. The problem with owning so many new clothes was that it made what should be a basic decision incredibly complicated. It was a Friday and Brynn had already told her it would be a half day in the studio so she could come home and spend it with her family. Cassidy hadn’t decided yet if she’d use the opportunity to drift around Nashville and explore on her own, or come back home for a quiet day.
It should be a dress, she figured. A cute one, just in case. One that made her feel confident, but also looked good with her comfy chucks so she could walk around town, for hours, should she choose to. Her fingers brushed along her dress rack. They passed a pretty floral print and she paused. Her breath caught in her chest as she remembered Lane’s fingers on the buttons, uncovering her with hungry eyes before their lips and tongue made her feel like she was coming right out of her skin with pleasure.
So not that one, then.
Or maybe that one?
Little bolts of pleasure ran through her as she imagined Lane’s eyes on her body, knowing they wanted her, but wouldn’t let themself have her. Cassidy was going to struggle perhaps even more, now she understood what that evasive caramel eye contact meant: Lane trying their hardest not to stare at her, doing everything they could to hide how much they desired her.
It was lucky that Lane was the one putting the brakes on. Cassidy knew they were right to, that their reasons were entirely valid. The problem was that she just couldn’t make herself care. When Lane asked what would happen next if they went to bed together, it was on the tip of her tongue to retort that duh, they’d do it again. And again. And hopefully, again.
The strength of her own desire had come as a shock to Cassidy. It had started with a slow burn in her belly as she’d watched the shining drops of water slide down Lane’s well cut torso at the poolside, another girl’s obvious eyes all over them. It had crept up louder as she’d told herself it was perfectly innocent and reasonable that she’d practically staked a claim over Lane as Mia had watched; of course, it was totally to help Lane out, and not because a sliver of unexpected jealousy had reared its head at the sight of the attentive green-haired beauty.
Want had pooled inside her when Lane, devastatingly handsome at her side backstage at the Ryman, had stumblingly called her gorgeous and zealously guarded her against potential, entirely theoretical interference. It had flared again when she’d called them her boyfriend, feeling both the firmness of their body as she’d pressed herself into them, and the hammer of their heartbeat under her fingertips.
So she’d known it was there, all before they’d climbed the field tower together. But there, alone with them, on a picnic blanket under the stars, she’d shocked herself with her determination to feel their strong hands all over her body. Seducing Lane had been surprisingly easy, at least at first, as though Lane had been just waiting for any excuse to threaten to do delicious things with her body. Their about-face halfway through had left her spinning.
But oh god, the aftermath. Cassidy thought of those four minutes in the pool at least twenty times a day. It had felt so close, like any second Lane would finally touch her, and Cassidy had known she would fall apart when they did.
Lane was right. She had - beyond accurately, it turned out - assessed them as being highly likely to know how to make a girl feel good. But she’d thoroughly underestimated the effect they would have on her. Within moments, she went from curious and excited to wild and desperate in a way she’d never even suspected she was capable of.
Lane was a romantic kisser, making her unexpectedly breathless. With Lane’s lips on hers under the moonlit night, Cassidy felt like a character in an epic romantic movie; she practically heard the music soar as Lane slid their hands into her hair. They were bold and confident with her body, but there was a noticeable tremble of anticipation in their hands as they undid the buttons of her dress. That Lane was so affected by her made her feel incredibly desirable, freeing her to move her body for both of their pleasure.
Cassidy had never experienced even a shadow of the heat that overtook her. Her first time with Evan, there’d been excitement too; at first it had felt taboo and grownup and delicious. But the excitement had eventually been replaced with discomfort, even pain, as things progressed, and try as she might to understand exactly what the big deal about sex was, it only ever felt like something being done to her, not with her, like she was absent from her own body.
With Lane, every part of her lit up, aching to be touched, and everywhere they did touch her caused sparks of heat under her skin, her blood alive and roaring and her core molten hot. Everything became shockingly slick and wet, a hungry ache inside her, burning for relief. That the relief never came was torture, and while Cassidy had intellectually accepted it when Lane had told her they couldn’t finish what they’d started, her body was still stuck in a state of disbelief.
Surely, it nagged at her, surely that can’t be it. Not now something so desperate and primal had been awoken within her. She imagined being the kind of girl who’d go home with an attractive bartender, walk into his strange bedroom and take off all her clothes so they could continue the ache Lane had started, and finally relieve her of it. Was she that kind of girl? Cassidy wasn’t sure yet.
All she was sure of was that when she walked downstairs for breakfast and saw Lane sitting casually in a v-neck t-shirt at the table, their dark hair swooping like a 1950s movie star and only the slightest flicker of eye contact when they saw her appear in the cute pink cotton dress she’d picked out, everything inside her burned.

That afternoon, she left the studio and wandered. She picked out famous locations on the map on the new iPhone her sister had given her and navigated around by foot. Music was everywhere, from the buskers, to the bars, even piped out of the ground where she walked. She picked a cafe at random, and within minutes, a duo took the stage in the corner. Cassidy found herself open mouthed with awe at their voices, their music, their songs.
She thought of Brynn’s warning all over again. Could she compete with the undiscovered talent in this room alone, without the association with her famous sister? But if she was associated with her, what did that mean? To skip the hard work, to leapfrog others who were probably wildly better than her? No kudos, no dues earned, no favor she’d grown all on her own. Cassidy leaned her chin on her hand and watched the musicians, feeling some kind of combination of glum and inspired.
She paid for her cherry pie and cola, then walked back out to the street. The afternoon was slick and humid as usual, but an appealing breeze lifted her hair off the back of her neck. A handsome man tipped his cowboy hat at her, frank interest in his eyes, and she smiled.
She wandered into record stores, into vintage stores, into bookstores, all while daydreaming of being on any one of those Nashville stages. She was on her own, her guitar in hand - no - she had a full backing band behind her, standing front and center. The crowd loved her, the new unknown artist taking Nashville by storm. She looked down into the audience and saw warm caramel eyes looking up at her, admiration and desire glowing there. The daydream shifted sharply, those same eyes on her, right up close, the two of them tangled up in the sheets as she rocked her hips, frenzied with pleasure at their touch. Cassidy blinked, her cheeks flushed as her vision cleared and she realized she was literally sexually fantasizing in public now.
She found her way back to Music Row, to the bar she and Coral had frequented earlier that week, slipped on to a bar stool and watched as the bartender raised his head and saw her. She smiled.

“Cassidy?'' The male voice was gentle, and she opened her eyes. Outside the window of the car was a familiar oak tree. Burt was smiling at her. “Home sweet home,” he said, kindly not mentioning she’d literally dozed off on the trip home.
She thanked him and drifted out of the car and back toward the house in the evening sky. God, everything was so beautiful here. She couldn’t stop smiling, even as she had to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other.
“Oh!” She looked up and saw the whole family were at dinner. Her beautiful sister and her gorgeous wife, their adorable child and…and Lane. She stumbled slightly as they looked up and saw her approaching. Damnit, Lane was beautiful too. She poured herself into a seat opposite them. “Hi family,” she smiled.
“Hi!” Brynn was looking extremely amused, while Savannah was frowning slightly.
“Hi!” Cassidy beamed back. Lane was looking at her directly for once, an odd expression on their face.
“Had a good time?” Brynn asked her, her eyes bright.
“I did.” She swayed slightly on the chair. “I think I love Nashville.”
“I see.” Savannah looked slightly concerned, but then she almost always looked slightly concerned when she looked at Cassidy. “What have you been up to?”
“I went exploring,” she beamed, “and then I went to a bar.”
“Alone?” Savannah frowned.
“No,” Cassidy reassured her. “I know the bartender.”
Lane twitched noticeably.
“Friend of yours?” Brynn asked, with interest.
“You could say that,” she agreed. Lane dropped their fork with a clatter and picked it up again quickly, glaring down at their plate. Cassidy imagined, just for a second, lurching across the table to kiss them. She didn’t, though.
“Cassidy,” Savannah started, “can you… maybe, not get drunk with random strangers? I love that you’re getting out there and having fun, but maybe take Lane with you next time? Everyone needs a wingman.”
“I’m Tucker’s babysitter, not Cassidy’s.” Lane’s voice was tight, their face flushing. “She’s an adult, isn’t she? She can do what she wants.”
Savannah looked astonished. Cassidy wondered if Lane had ever given her pushback in their life.
“I’m sorry,” her sister apologized, her brow furrowing. “I didn’t mean it like it was your job. I just thought you two might end up being friends.”
Lane looked mutinous.
“Lane doesn’t like me much.” Cassidy tried to help. “But it’s okay. We’re finding ways to work around it.”
Lane’s cheeks turned all the way up to crimson.
“I’m gonna head off,” they announced, getting stiffly to their feet. “I’ve got kind of a headache.”
Everyone watched them go. The door of the guesthouse shut with an audible thud.
“Cassidy.” Savannah stared at her. “What in the world did you do to Lane?”
Distantly, Cassidy wondered if she should resent that. Sober Cassidy would be pissed that Savannah instantly took Lane’s side instead of her sister’s, but drunk Cassidy was only focused on the hurt in Lane’s eyes.
“You’re right,” she said calmly. “I’m gonna apologize.”
She ignored the loud protests of her dining companions and, placing her feet carefully so as not to wobble, made it all the way to the guest house.
Lane looked up as she entered their living room. They were curled up in the corner of their sofa, their knees bent up like a kid.
“Are you serious?” they asked irritably. “You don’t even knock?”
“Knock knock,” Cassidy said belatedly. Lane sighed.
“I kind of left because I didn’t want to see you right now?” they pointed out.
Cassidy sat at the other end of the sofa, ignoring the huff her action produced and kicked off her shoes.
“We’re going to have to figure this out,” she said, settling in. “Because as I believe you already know,” she pointed at them, “we live together.”
“There’s nothing to figure out,” Lane snapped. “We made a decision. And it’s cool.”
“So cool,” Cassidy agreed. “Can I tell you about my day?”
“I’d really rather you didn’t.” Lane looked away.
“You didn’t look at me this morning,” she began, “which makes me crazy. Then I literally fantasized about you in public, which is an awkward thing to happen in the street.” Lane turned to look at her, their eyes a little wider. “But I know you’re off limits now. So I went to go pick up the bartender,” she explained.
“I’m good,” they gritted out. “I don’t need to hear the rest.”
“Oh, but you do. He gave me a stack of free drinks-”
“Clearly.”
“And told me I was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen.”
“Of course.” Lane looked slightly sick.
“And he told me he lived upstairs and would I like to come up.” Now Lane was silent. “I said yes. When we got up there, he kissed me and I let him.” A slightly strangled noise escaped them. “And it was gross,” she said quietly. There was a silence. Lane looked up.
“What?”
“It was gross.” She shrugged. “His beard scratched me. His tongue was too big. He didn’t smell like you.” Lane sucked in a breath. “I said goodbye and I left, and Burt took me home.”
They sat in silence for a long while. Cassidy wondered if she was sobering up. The room wasn’t spinning, but her eyes felt heavy. Then, silently, Lane took hold of her bare ankles and gently dragged her all the way along the couch toward them.
“Are you finally going to have sex with me?” she asked hopefully, as she arrived practically in their lap with a bump.
“Not a chance.” Lane maneuvered her legs so she was just sitting next to them, pressed up tight against their side. “I don’t have sex with drunk people. And anyone who gives a girl a bunch of drinks before they try to sleep with her is a real asshole.” They wrapped their arm around her and Cassidy let her head drop onto their shoulder.
“I don’t think he was trying to be a creep,” she mused. “I think he was just trying to give me whatever I wanted. Unlike some people.”
“Whatever,” Lane said quietly. “I hate him.”
They held her close.
“Lane?”
“Yeah?”
“What if…it turns out you actually like me?”
Lane was silent for an incredibly long time.
“Shit,” they said softly. It was the last thing Cassidy heard before she fell asleep.



Chapter Sixteen
“Lane.” Rosalie’s voice was warm when she looked up and saw them in the doorway of their office, right in the heart of the center. She got to her feet and gave them a big hug. “God, it’s still weird seeing you be an actual adult. Look at you!”
Lane hugged her back. They could never quite look at her without feeling like they were staring at the sun. That first morning, when Lane was just fourteen, they’d crept into the center, hunched and limping, both eyes swollen almost closed. They were terrified. No adult had ever helped them before, but they knew they needed to try. They couldn’t take another night like the one they’d just survived.
Rosalie had been in the office that morning too, still a brand new social worker. Her eyes had widened when she’d looked up and seen Lane, but her voice was calm and her hands were gentle. Lane had panicked when she’d tried to convince them to accompany her to the emergency room, so rather than risk them fleeing, she’d called in a favor and brought an ER doctor to them right there in the office instead. Then she’d brought them into the emergency housing out back, into their own room, and said the words Lane had been dying to hear their whole life. You’re safe, she’d said gently. No one is going to hurt you again.
Rosalie and Savannah were tight, both then and now. Lane had once asked Savannah how they met.
“She saved my life,” she said simply, something soft flaring in her eyes, then changed the subject.
When they’d asked Rosalie for the story, hoping for more detail, Rosalie had just smiled and looked away.
“She saved my life,” she told them. “Now, let’s go over your schedule for next semester.”
Lane privately figured them as ex-lovers, but that might have just been wishful thinking. Rosalie wasn’t megastar stunning like Savannah, but she was exactly the kind of woman that people thought of when they used the term girl next door to low-key explain that someone was hot. With her silky auburn hair, sea-green eyes and knockout body, she absolutely could be a bombshell, but instead she dressed down in a studiously casual way that seemed to be intentionally disguising her beauty, preferring to be taken seriously rather than admired. Lane, quite honestly, had no problem doing both.
“How many have we got for tonight?” they asked her now.
“Eight,” she said. “Literally everyone who was here for the last class is back, and they brought two friends. I think you’re a hit.” She smiled at them. Lane grinned back.
One Saturday a month, Lane led an art class at the center. It was nothing special in that Lane was not really any kind of artist. They taught the same things they’d learned there when they were in their teens: how to screen print, or make a stencil, how to cut prints into leather. Once they’d just made some damn friendship bracelets out of thread. The point was never the art. It was always about giving the kids a reason to come in, to spend time with each other, to be around safe adults from their own community, to have someone they could ask for help, if they needed it.
Everyone gathered around the craft table as Lane walked in. As always, Rosalie had left little blank name tags so the kids could write their preferred name, and if they wanted to, their pronouns. Lane wore their own, always happy to be a non-binary role model to someone who might have never found one, or someone for whom it might be life-saving.
One of the new kids caught their eye immediately. They’d written “Jay” on their name tag, but left the pronouns blank. Their eye contact was intermittent, but each time Lane passed by or spoke to them, they looked absolutely electrified. They seemed about fifteen or sixteen years old.
“I totally found this therapeutic when I was bored, recovering from my top surgery,” they found a way to mention as they showed the kids how to use the tools to carve out patterns on the small practice strips of leather. When they casually glanced up, Jay was staring, a tiny light flaring in their big brown eyes.
Afterward, Lane asked Rosalie about them.
“Jay,” she said slowly. “They’re one of the lucky ones, in a way. Their mom sent them to us, hoping they’d find friends and support.” Lane felt a wave of relief. Jay wasn’t one of the kids who’d end up on the street then. “They’re getting bullied at school, though,” she said, a trace of concern furrowing her brow. This was Rosalie’s bread and butter, but Lane knew she was worrying the same thing they were worrying. Gender diverse kids experiencing rejection and persecution had a terrifying tendency not to make it to adulthood.
“One for me?” they asked, and Rosalie smiled.
“I hoped so.”
In recent years Lane had taken on a few of what the center called mentorships. Kids were paired with safe adults who they might relate to, to show them that they had the chance to thrive.
“But first,” Rosalie nodded to the other chair in her office, “tell me how you’re doing.” Lane shot her a look, but she just raised her eyebrows until they sat. Lane wasn’t a client anymore, but it was the deal for all mentors in the center that they had a formal check-in. Rosalie took no risks that anyone dealing with vulnerable kids might not be in good shape themselves.
“I’m good.” They shrugged. Rosalie, who’d counseled Lane for years, wasn't put off.
“Any panic attacks?” she asked directly.
“Not a one,” Lane said with relief.
“Any triggers?”
“Well…” Lane hedged. Rosalie waited. “There was this one asshole. And his friends. At a bar recently.”
“What happened?”
“They took a dislike to me.” They rolled their eyes. “I was out with a girl. She kind of saved the day.”
“How’d that make you feel?”
“Honestly?” Lane bit back a small smile. “It was fucking hot.”
Rosalie looked at them a little closer.
“Tell me about her.”
Oh shit. Telling Savannah’s literal best friend that they’d been fooling around with her little sister was not on the agenda tonight, or ever‌.
“Oh, you know,” they shrugged. “Just a pretty girl.”
“Are you still seeing her?”
“Nah.” They weren’t. They really weren’t. Really.
“How come?”
“It’s too complicated,” Lane said. That, at least, was accurate.
“Hm,” Rosalie said.
“Don’t hm me.” Lane narrowed their eyes. Rosalie smiled.
“Hmm,” she said.
“Oh, come on,” Lane huffed. “I know what you’re thinking. That I either pick girls who are too complicated for things to work so I can keep myself emotionally safe, or I bail at the first sign of trouble so I don’t get hurt.”
“Is that what’s happening?”
“No,” Lane denied. “It’s honestly just really complicated.” Rosalie waited. Lane frowned at the floor for a while. Finally, they looked up. “How do you tell the difference between just like… lust, and actually liking someone?”
Rosalie looked thoughtful.
“That’s a hard one. What do you like about her?”
“I mean… she’s hot,” Lane started. “Like, really gorgeous.”
“I figured that.” Rosalie’s tone was dry. “What else?”
“We have this insane, wild chemistry. She’s a great kisser.” Rosalie just nodded. Lane got to the real problem. “She’s smart. She can be funny… almost sweet. She takes none of my bullshit.”
“Uh huh.”
“What does that mean?” Lane panicked.
“It means uh huh,” Rosalie told them, leaning back in her chair. “Aside from the ‘complications,’” she air quoted, “do you have any other reservations?”
“A thousand!” Lane shook their head. “She’s from deep MAGA territory. Some of the shit that comes out of her mouth…”
“Right,” Rosalie looked even more interested. “How does she treat you?” Lane blinked.
“I mean, she was a dick about my gender at first, but she apologized. I think it was more ignorance than prejudice. We moved on from it.”
“And aside from your gender?”
Lane thought for a moment.
“I think she likes me?” they said wonderingly. “She can be so prickly around people, like a real pain in the ass, but with me she’s been… almost soft? Like… considerate and stuff.”
“You want to know what I think?” Rosalie asked. Lane nodded, then watched her closely. Rosalie rarely gave advice, but when she did, it was usually solid. “Political differences, general prickliness, how someone talks about their mom, how they treat the restaurant server… all of that can absolutely be red flags sometimes. But what counts - what actually counts - is how they treat you. Someone could be a Nobel prize-winning humanitarian and yet treat you like dirt. It’s what happens between the two of you that matters.”
Lane thought about that for a moment. They thought of Cassidy apologising for her fuck ups and holding Mia at bay for them. Then, there she was being vulnerable at the Ryman, or smoothly getting Lane out of danger and refusing to let them feel bad about it. And now, last night, even when drunk she was respecting their physical boundaries and dealing maturely with their stupid tantrum about her very reasonably moving on.
“Ugh,” they said after a while. “It’s annoying when you’re so smart about everything.”
Rosalie snorted.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m a disaster in my own life.” Lane laughed. “As for the lust or love thing-”
“Lust or like-” Lane jumped in quickly. “Jesus, have some chill, Ros.”
“Lust or like.” She rolled her eyes. “Lust is mainly a physical thing. You can experience it without wanting to know someone on a deeper level. The other L-word,” she gave a small smile, “that’s more emotional and mental. There’s a growing connection. Caring about them. Vulnerability.“
Lane thought of their panic when Cassidy disappeared out on a ride alone. They thought of the night before when she fell asleep on Lane on the sofa. They’d sat there so long propping her up that their shoulders cramped, before they carefully extricated themself, lay her head on a pillow and covered her gently with a blanket.
They thought of how they’d sat there, confused, watching her sleep for far too long, before leaving a glass of water and a couple of tylenol on the coffee table next to her. They thought of the soft kiss they’d dropped on her hair before they went off to tell Brynn and Savannah that Cassidy was fine, sleeping it off on their sofa. They thought of the slight hollowness in their chest when they woke up to find her gone.
“Shit,” they said.
Rosalie smiled.
“Pity it’s just too complicated, then.”
“Ugh. Is this session over?”
“Sure.” She stretched in her chair. “How’s Cassidy settling in anyway?”
Lane froze.
“I’m sorry?”
“Cassidy. I had lunch with Savannah a couple of weeks ago. She told me her little sister was staying.”
“Oh. Yeah. You know. Fine, I think,” Lane managed, their voice tight.
“Oh, that’s great news,” Rosalie said. “Savannah said it was challenging. What with how she came from deep MAGA territory and all.” Lane went extremely still as Rosalie’s green eyes danced. “I haven’t met her, but since she’s Savannah’s sister, I bet she’s beyond gorgeous. Sucks to be you, huh?”
Lane stared at her, their face flaming.
“Rosalie…” Their voice came out hoarse.
She smiled, then mimed zipping her lips.
“Confidentiality, remember? No one is going to hear it from me.”
“Fuuuuuck…” Lane dropped their head back, staring at the ceiling.
“Look on the bright side,” Rosalie said. “At least this time I actually believe you that it’s complicated.”

The following day was a Sunday, and their day off. Lane spent the morning doing laundry and studying, went for a run, then did an hour in the second floor gym. They showered the sweat from their pleasantly aching muscles and after they’d eaten lunch, they found themselves sitting on the couch frowning out the window, trying to make up their mind.
Finally, they went back indoors to the main house. They found Cassidy, eventually, hiding out in the music room, a book in her hand.
“What are you reading?” they asked, by way of greeting. She looked up, her blue eyes distant and dreamy.
“Brandi Carlile’s memoir,” she told them. “She’s a crazy genius.”
“Nice person, too,” Lane said. “Always super kind to everyone.”
Cassidy stared at them.
“You’ve met her.”
“Of course.” Being around Savannah meant they’d met everyone. Cassidy pretended to faint.
“How are you so calm about it?” she demanded. “Do you literally not care about meeting famous people? Are you just too cool for all of that?”
“Totally,” Lane agreed. “Except when I met Dolly. I may have peed a little bit.”
Cassidy burst into laughter. Then her eyes went wide.
“You really met her?” she whispered. Lane nodded.
“She loves kids. She came to say hi to Tucker backstage at the CMAs. He wasn’t quite three, so he gave not one single shit. I held onto him as bait and just tried my hardest not to cry.”
Cassidy laughed again.
“I wouldn’t have picked you as a Dolly fan.”
“I’m from Tennessee, aren’t I?” Lane leaned against the door frame.
“You grew up here?”
“Nashville born and bred,” they agreed.
“City kid.” Cassidy looked thoughtful. “Explains why you’re so bad with horses.”
“I’m not bad with horses.” Lane frowned. “I just happened to be slightly stressed the one time you saw me trying to catch one.”
Cassidy searched their face, before smiling a little.
“I guess you were.”
“Do you want to go for a ride with me?” They came to the real point. Cassidy’s eyes lit up.
“Now?” She dropped the book on her lap.
“Sure.” They shrugged.
“Let me get dressed!” She was wearing some kind of cute denim pinafore thing over a very tiny tight t-shirt and Lane valiantly tried not to watch her bare legs as she left.
It wasn’t necessarily better, watching her mount a horse in a well-fitted pair of jeans and the same damn distracting t-shirt, but Lane at least climbed astride Misty without any major mishap and they headed side-by-side up the Northern track, the one that skirted the top paddocks and off into the trees. Lane liked horses well enough. They’d learned on ponies as a kid, then picked it up again living here. But Cassidy was more of a natural. She barely seemed to nudge Jasper and he moved wherever she wanted, never dropping his head to eat grass the way Misty kept doing.
“What are you studying?” Cassidy asked them as they practically had to prise Misty’s jaws from the grass. Lane looked sideways at her. She’d been mostly pretty quiet so far, saving her full attention for her BFF the horse, only breaking it to tease Lane for their minor missteps in saddling up Misty.
“Teaching,” they told her. “Early childhood. It’s my last semester, actually.”
“Oh. So you’re going to work as a teacher soon? A kindergarten teacher?” she asked, her eyes getting bright.
“I mean, no.” Lane fumbled for words, Cassidy having somehow hit immediately on the biggest dilemma in their life. “Savannah’s about to have another baby. I’m not going to just quit on them now.”
“I mean, I’m not saying you’re not a great nanny,” Cassidy frowned, “but it seems like Savannah could afford twelve nannies if you wanted to try something new.”
Lane almost snapped at her, but they took in a long, deep breath instead. She had no way of understanding.
“It’s more than that.” Their voice came out steadier than they felt. “I’ve been with Tucker for three years. Brynn is like, my best friend, you know? And Savannah… she’s been this kind of…guide in my life, for like, a decade and a half…”
“I see.” Cassidy’s voice had gone a little tight. Lane knew this was a weird sore spot between them.
“She’s your actual blood sister.” They tried to make her understand. “You’ll be family forever, no matter what. For me though, I could lose them-” Their voice caught, and they tugged at Misty, nudging her ribs and making her walk on. Cassidy kept pace easily.
“You think if you didn’t work for them, they’d ditch you? Some sense of family you’ve got.” Her voice was light again, and they knew she was trying to make them see they were worrying unnecessarily, but for Lane, it was their biggest trigger. It took a full minute of remembering how to breathe - deeply into the base of their lungs the way Rosalie had taught them - before they responded.
“Cassidy,” they said, “my real family did ditch me. I haven’t seen or heard from them since I was thirteen.”
“Shit.” Cassidy looked at them, but Lane couldn’t look at her face. “I’m sorry, Lane.” Her voice was soft. They walked on for a while through the dappled light under the trees. When Lane didn’t elaborate, given the space, she spoke again. “Savannah will never ditch you,” she told them evenly. “I would stake my life on that. She’s loyal and no matter what, she looks after the people she loves.”
Lane looked at her then, pointedly. She caught the look and sighed.
“I know, I know. Sometimes she’s misguided in how she does it,” she told them, “Sometimes it makes things worse, actually.” Lane blinked. That made about zero sense. “But listen, whether you’re their nanny or just their…Lane, if Savannah has said you’re family, you’re family. Forever. And you know they’ll all want you to live your best life.”
“Thanks,” Lane said, not entirely convinced but also kind of soothed. “I appreciate that. You know,” they said, “it still weirds me out a little when you’re all like, sweet and caring.”
“Then you can go fuck yourself,” Cassidy said easily, making them laugh. Lane watched her for a little. There was a light in her eyes. Cassidy, it seemed, liked spending time with them. Lane wasn’t sure what that meant. “You know,” Cassidy continued after a while, “if it makes you feel any better, I know for sure that given the choice between me - her actual sister - and you, Savannah would pick you in a heartbeat.”
“Probably,” they agreed with a shrug, and Cassidy rolled her eyes.
“I mean, I get it,” she said. “You’re a lot more lovable than I am.” Her voice was wry.
“I don’t know,” Lane said without thinking. “I think you would be pretty easy to-” they swallowed. “To-”
“To what, Lane?” Cassidy’s eyes were dancing with mischief and far too much enjoyment. At that moment they came out from the trees and onto open ground, the sunlight gleaming down and making Cassidy literally glow.
“Shut up,” Lane grumbled, wincing with discomfort. Cassidy burst into laughter and with barely a nudge moved Jasper into a canter, then a gallop, racing away freely across the open field. Lane, somewhat less seamlessly, encouraged Misty to do the same, and they thundered across the grass in the light. Lane watched Cassidy, her body moving easily, her hair flying behind her. Something that almost felt like joy lit up inside them as they raced together under the blue sky.
After their run, they slowed the horses, Lane pointing the way to the stream for them to drink.
“What about you?” they asked. “What are you going to do with your life?”
Cassidy looked pensive.
“I want to be a musician,” she said. Her eyes flicked up to Lane. “A country singer, actually.”
“That’s why you’re hanging out with Brynn in the studio?” they asked. “For the experience?”
“Yeah,” she said. “She’s a brilliant teacher. And Greta and Coral and Noah as well.”
“I’m sure,” Lane agreed. “God,” they sighed, in sudden realization. “You’re going to set the world on fire, aren’t you?”
“Because I’m Savannah Grace’s little sister?” she asked, flatly.
“Oh.” Lane was surprised. “I meant because you’re stupidly hot, you’ve got great teachers, and I bet you’re fucking good.”
“…Because I’m her sister?” she said again, looking at them warily.
“Is that kind of thing even genetic?” they asked. “Like, blonde hair, blue eyes and a habit of winning Grammys?” She blinked. “I don’t know… you just have this thing about you, like you’re naturally great at stuff. Like… you were never into fashion then bam, you look amazing all the time. You’re a really great kisser. You ride a horse like you were born on the back of one. If you say you’re going to be a country singer, it just seems about right you’d be amazing at that, too.”
Cassidy looked down at her hands on the reins and took a long, deep breath. When she looked up, her eyes were clear.
“Lane, if this is you trying to see if we can be friends, you’re doing a terrible job of it,” she said softly. “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to kiss someone so badly in all my life.” Lane almost stopped breathing.
“Great, well now you know how I feel all the time,” they admitted. She smirked. They turned the horses around and headed back across the wide golden meadow. “What are you working on?” they asked after a while.
“How do you mean?”
“Like, are you writing?”
Cassidy sighed.
“I’m a little stuck,” she said. “Watching Brynn and everyone work is beyond intimidating. Then, at home…there’s Savannah Grace, you know? It’s this huge house, but it feels like she’s everywhere, just casually being a sensation. I can’t hide away and play guitar anywhere there, and I feel way too self-conscious to sing.”
Lane frowned.
“I’m out a lot,” they said after a while. “A lot of the time I’m at work, with Tucker. Then there’s class. The guesthouse is pretty big. You can go hang out there to write, or sing, or play or whatever. I won’t be there, so it’ll be totally private.”
Cassidy gazed at them for a long moment, her eyes softer than they’d ever seen them.
“Seriously?” she asked. Lane shrugged and nodded. “Thank you,” she said, her voice low and sweet. Lane watched her face so long they nearly got swiped off the horse by a tree branch that Misty helpfully wandered under. Cassidy laughed so hard she dropped the reins and made Jasper jump as they ducked and cursed.
Back at the stable, they unsaddled the horses in companionable silence and set them free. Side-by-side, they walked back down through the fields, talking easily, like they were friends. They arrived on the back lawn, at the spot where Lane should go one way and Cassidy the other.
“I had a good time.” Cassidy stopped and looked at them. And just like that, it felt like the end of a date. A good date. Damnit. Lane imagined cupping her face, kissing her lips, sliding their fingers into her soft hair.
“Me too,” they said. They looked at each other a beat too long. Lane didn’t want to let her go, and they still weren’t sure what that meant. It felt like a crossroads of sorts. On one hand, they could kiss her, make damn clear what this was starting to feel like. On the other hand, they could smile at her and walk away, committed to the friend path that was also, it seemed, possible. Taking instead what was the most non-committal, perfectly confusing option, they leaned in and softly kissed her cheek. They heard her breath catch.
“See you at dinner?” they said and she nodded silently, her eyes never leaving their face. Filled with conflict, Lane walked away.



Chapter Seventeen
Dinner was awkward again, and yet at the same time, not awkward at all. It was awkward because Lane found themself opposite Cassidy, and spent the entire meal trying to keep track if they were staring at her too much or not making eye contact enough. Surely everyone at the table could see how lit up they were, the sparks between them flying furiously every time one glanced at the other. Were they being obvious?
And yet it also wasn’t awkward for once, because Cassidy was in a good mood, chatting warmly with her sister and Brynn, playfully interacting with Tucker and poking verbally at Lane just enough. Savannah looked relaxed and Brynn didn’t have to be on high alert to defuse anything, so she just smiled, played off Cassidy’s energy and teased her wife. Lane watched Cassidy, while trying not to watch Cassidy, the heat in their lower belly only matched by the warmth in their chest.
That night, Lane lay awake, both wondering if Cassidy might show up, and wondering if she was lying in her own bed thinking of them, or if it was just Lane that was getting this tied up in knots.
The next few days passed similarly. Lane didn’t seek her out - they were far too confused for that - but every time they saw her there was something palpable between them, in Cassidy’s slightly knowing smile across the breakfast table, or in Lane’s lingering gaze as they moved around each other in the living room, the rest of the family swirling about, oblivious. One evening, they ended up in the pool together, practically circling each other, Cassidy’s eyes daring them, Lane’s eyes devouring her, nothing acknowledged verbally, but everything still spilling out in every loaded gaze, until Lane had all but fled the water.
The next afternoon, Lane took advantage of a slightly cooler day to go for a run, hoping to clear their mind and their body of the edgy energy that was nagging at them. They slowed to a jog for the last mile back through the fields to cool down before arriving back at the guesthouse. Opening their front door, they jerked back in surprise to find Cassidy right there on the other side, on her way back out.
“Oh my god!” she nearly jumped out of her skin.
“Hey!” they said, still catching their breath. “Were you…here to like, write, or something?” So far, Cassidy hadn’t seemed to have taken them up on the offer.
“Actually,” she said, her eyes flickering down their body, snagging on Lane’s chest before jerking back up to meet their gaze, “I snuck in to give you something, to say thank you. I thought I’d write here tomorrow when you’re at school, if that’s okay.”
“Of course,” said Lane. “You didn’t have to give me anything.” There was some kind of five bell alarm ringing in their body at the sight of her, the little white tank top that clung to her with just the tiniest hint of cleavage - no goddamned bra - the small denim shorts that Lane could just flick open with one finger. Her mouth. Her thighs. They were both still just inside the front door. Lane closed it, with Cassidy on the inside. She looked up at them, caught the look in their eyes, and her pupils dilated.
“It’s just cookies,” she murmured, not looking away. Then she turned and walked further back into the guest house, Lane only a beat behind her. True to her word, a plate covered in a neat tea cloth sat on the dining table. “Savannah said you’re a fiend for all kinds of cookies, so I baked you some,” she said, stopping next to the table. She turned and looked at them again, her eyelashes flickering slightly as she realized how close Lane was.
“Why are you blushing?” Lane asked curiously, seeing the heat rising in her throat up into her cheeks.
“You’re all sweaty,” she said, staring at their chest. Lane looked down at themself, suddenly self-conscious.
“Oh. Sorry,” they started, but Cassidy had stepped closer.
“Your t-shirt is clinging to you.” She bit her lip. “Like, to every muscle.” Lane swallowed. “And I like the way you smell,” she said, her eyelashes slowly rising. “I don’t know what that’s about. I’ve never liked the smell of someone’s sweat before.”
“Pheromones.” Lane’s voice was husky. “I think we probably have really good ones.”
“Yeah.” She darted out her tongue to wet her lips. Then she took a shaky breath. “Lane,” she whispered. “Why are you still doing this to me? To yourself? I think it’s pretty clear you like me.”
“I-” Lane started, but they had no answer. No argument. All they could see was the clear want in the eyes of the girl they were pretty sure they liked more than anything. They stood there, gazing at each other, nothing but the sound of the two of them breathing, sharp uneven breaths. Then, without looking away, Cassidy took hold of the hem of her tank top and slowly pulled it up over her head and let it drop to the floor. Lane went absolutely still. They couldn’t drag their eyes away. It was the first time they’d seen her like this in the daylight and she was an absolute wet dream.
“Cassie,” they breathed, already helplessly aroused. “This isn’t how this decision should get made…”
Cassidy watched them struggle. Then, she stepped back. She sat herself neatly on Lane’s dining table, right next to the plate of cookies, and leaned back a little on her hands.
“Resist me, then,” she told them, with a little shrug, gazing into their eyes.
Lane made it less than two seconds before they lunged. Their mouth met hers in a ferociously urgent clash, Cassidy all but ripping their t-shirt over their head and pulling Lane’s hot, sticky torso against her. Lane pushed her back, their hungry mouth already on her bare breasts, listening to her cry out as they lavished one and then the other in desperate, heady worship.
Her knees came up, her legs held apart by Lane’s body and they slid their hand around her bare thigh, fingers just under the hem of her shorts, holding her there as she writhed in savage, unmet need. They kissed their way slowly down her abdomen, then slowly straightened up, looking her in the eye as their fingers deliberately flicked open her top button. Cassidy stopped breathing, her eyes begging, pupils blown. Lane teased down her zipper, just an inch, and she gasped raggedly.
“Please,” she whimpered and Lane knew they were both remembering them threatening to make her beg. They gazed down to where their fingers were resting, just above the panties they’d exposed, and a sound that was almost a growl escaped them. They were pale pink and lacy. Because honestly. They knelt down between her legs and kissed slowly along the front of the low waistband, soft hot wet kisses against sensitive skin, and Cassidy moaned in agonized anticipation.
Lane’s phone made a loud repetitive sound and Cassidy froze as they stood up and took three steps over to the kitchen counter to pick it up and silence it.
“Lane.” Cassidy’s voice quivered. “What was that?”
“It’s my alarm,” they told her, putting the phone down and coming back to where she sat, beautiful, so close to naked, her chest heaving with desire. “To tell me I have to get to work in ten minutes.”
“You… knew that was going to happen.” Cassidy looked up at them with betrayal and Lane kissed her open mouth.
“You started it, not me.” They couldn’t quite stop their grin from sneaking out and she pushed them away.
“Ten minutes?” she repeated, her chest still heaving. “I think you know I won’t take that long.” She looked up at them, sinking her teeth into her lower lip. Lane ran their fingers slowly down between her breasts all the way to where her zipper was undone, until they found soft lace.
“And I think you know,” they returned, “that I won’t be content to make you come just once.” They traced one finger very lightly up the seam of the denim between her legs and she gasped. “I’m going to need hours,” they murmured and Cassidy whimpered.
“You’re killing me,” she whispered, as Lane zipped her back up and buttoned the shorts, their lips only inches from hers. “Quit your job,” she demanded weakly, their eyes meeting as they helped her back into her tank top. Lane smiled and went to kiss her again, but she dodged their mouth. “I’m so mad at you.” She found her voice again, finally slipping off the table in defeat.
“How about this?” Lane took her hand and lifted it to their lips. “Go back inside and up to your bedroom. Take off all your clothes.” They swallowed, suddenly not coping either, as they pictured it. “And touch yourself.” They slipped two of Cassie’s fingers just inside their mouth and softly sucked, getting them wet, watching as she visibly shivered, her breath getting faster. “Pretend I’m watching you,” they said, their voice low, “showing me how you like to be touched. So next time you’re here, I know exactly how to make you come.”
“Lane…” she whimpered, trembling, on edge.
“You should go now, though.” They let go of her fingers and pushed her gently to the door. “Unless you want everyone to find out you’re sneaking around with the help,” they teased her. She turned and gave them a quick glare.
“I think it’s you who’s worried they’re going to get caught fooling around with the bad sister,” she accused, and Lane kissed her quickly and thoroughly, then opened the door where she gave them one last blazing look then fled across the lawn.
Lane ducked straight into the shower. They stood under the hot water and wondered if Cassidy had made it back yet, if she was already touching herself the way they knew she would. Lane pressed their forehead against the cool shower tiles and pushed their own hand between their thighs. Like Cassidy had predicted, it took only a minute before they were desperately coming from their own hand, the sound of Cassidy’s moans in their ears.

“Everything okay?” Brynn asked, her head jerking up with surprise from where she stood with Tucker as Cassidy pushed frantically through the glass door into the main house.
“Yes, totally fine!” she replied, running through the living room.
“Where’s the fire?” Her sister paused, her eyes wide, as Cassidy passed her on the stairs.
“Nowhere, all good!” she threw over her shoulder.
“Oh, goodness!” Annabelle righted her as she all but barrelled into her on the way down the hall. “Be careful, please,” she ordered as Cassidy apologized but didn’t stop moving.
Finally, she hit her bedroom and locked the door behind her. She pulled her tank top off, unbuttoned her shorts, tugged off her utterly ruined panties, and paused. Bed? Still standing? Cassidy wasn’t sure if her legs would hold her if Lane was really there with her, so she pushed back the covers and slid into the sheets. She didn’t cover herself though, slipping her fingers down between her spread thighs and gasping as she discovered just how agonizingly wet she was.
She forced her fingers to move slowly, swirling them right where she burned, thinking of Lane’s hard chest, the scent of their slick body, the desperation in their eyes as they touched her - like they would die if they didn’t - the shocking heat of their mouth on her nipples and their lips teasing above her panties.
She imagined those eyes now, fixated intensely on her fingers as they circled faster, her hips canting up against her hand. She thought of them all but promising to finally make her come and wondered if right now they were touching themself too, Lane - beautiful, cautious, hungry Lane - coming hard at the thought of her. Her body clenched down ferociously as pleasure crashed through every nerve ending, making her cry out in the silence of her empty bedroom as she arched her back off the bed in heady sharp sensation before all but melting her into the sheets.
“Oh my god,” she whispered in shocked awe, her fingers still pressing against where she’d thrust. It wasn’t her first time touching herself since meeting Lane, but the pleasure in knowing Lane wanted her to do it, that Lane was thinking of her as she fucked herself against her fingers for them…it was so close to the real thing Cassidy could barely cope.
But now, finally, she knew, the real thing was actually going to happen. Tonight. Cassidy pulled the covers over her naked body and an unstoppable smile took over her face. She would make it happen tonight.
Lane liked her; there was no hiding it. And their complications were nothing in the face of their overwhelming desire for each other. It had reached a point that no one could stop it, the force of their lust bigger than either of them. Tonight, as soon as they could sneak away, she’d go to the guesthouse and Lane would look at her with that ravenous heat they could no longer hide and Cassidy would find herself naked, pressed up against that phenomenal body, dying of pained pleasure in their strong arms again and again and again.

Dinner was agony. Lane was next to her, which meant she could just about eat without feeling their eyes on her body. Instead, she felt the phantom heat of them, almost as clearly as if she were pressed up against their side. Every word they said - and they didn’t say much - reverberated inside of her, making her dizzy with want as she remembered over and over their low tones as they told her exactly how they wanted her to touch herself.
When it was finally over and Lane got up from the table, Cassidy turned her head and their eyes met, just briefly. The glance was barely a second, but she still knew what it meant. Lane was going to be waiting for her. She just about repressed a shiver of anticipation.
“Surely you’re not cold?” her sister asked her, as Brynn all but wrestled a complaining Tucker up away from the table inside to go start his bedtime routine. Cassidy shook her head, distracted, every part of her aware of Lane’s departure, hearing the soft click of their door closing as if it were a starter’s gunshot. From here, every second she wasn’t in there, alone with them, was a second wasted. “I wanted to talk to you,” Savannah continued, and Cassidy held back an impatient sigh. God, was this ever not the time. She turned her back on the guesthouse and tried to focus, needing to get this over quickly.
“Oh?” she asked, trying to concentrate on her sister’s face.
“How are you doing?’ Savannah asked her, commencing some kind of general preamble Cassidy responded to on autopilot, her thoughts entirely on Lane on the other side of that door, before suddenly her brain snagged on the words her sister was saying. “It’s entirely up to you, of course. A new baby in the house is a bit like having a bomb go off. It would make total sense if you wanted to take the downtown apartment just to get some peace and quiet.”
“You’re kicking me out?” Cassidy felt winded. Her sister frowned.
“No, of course not,” she soothed. “I’m just giving you the option. Your own roof over your head, if you feel like you need it-”
“Let’s be clear.” Cassidy’s heart was pounding, the sharpness of the rejection making her thoughts race wildly. “You don’t want me around the new baby, so you’re trying to bribe me with my own apartment?”
“Cassidy-”
“You don’t think this is history repeating at all?” she burst out, a hot pain beginning to spill within her like she’d been stabbed in the guts.
“What? No! What does that even mean?” Savannah was acting confused, like she didn’t know what she was talking about and it pushed Cassidy a step too far.
“Why are you like this?” she cried. “What makes you do this all the time? What the fuck happened to you to make you think you can use your wealth to control people? Move us around like little chess pieces, like we all just live inside your sick little game?”
“Cass-”
“Our lives aren’t even real to you, are they?” She was shouting now. “It doesn’t even matter to you what we want, as long as the narrative stays the same: Savannah Grace, the kind, generous princess, housing her poor dirty family like the great human that she is. When the whole time you’re just playing into your raging god complex.”
“Cassidy-” Savannah’s voice cracked and Cassidy wasn’t even sure when she’d moved, just that she was staring down at her sister still in her seat from dinner, Savannah’s eyes wide and imploring as if Cassidy was the bad guy here.
“All this time, I thought you didn’t know what you did to us, but now I’m finally realizing that you just didn’t care,” she yelled. “It’s your M.O. all along! What kind of sister are you? What kind of daughter? I feel sorry for your own daughter when she realizes what kind of soulless psychopath you really are!”
“Cassidy, stop!” The voice came from behind her, and she whirled around to see Lane standing six feet away, their face stricken. “Stop shouting at her!” Their voice was tense as they approached.
“Lane-” she started, both horrified and desperately relieved to see them.
“Are you okay?” Lane moved past her. They were talking to Savannah. Cassidy flinched. She looked over and saw her sister was white, hurt and confusion all over her face, her eyes shining bright with tears.
“I’m fine, Lane,” she said, her voice small and tight. “It’s okay.” She hauled herself to her feet, her eyes on Cassidy. “This conversation,” she said, “it’s clearly not landing how I meant it-”
“Oh, of course-” Cassidy started sarcastically, her frustration spilling over.
“Stop.” Lane put their hand out at her like they were dealing with one of their kindergarteners. “Just stop.” Their tone was hard.
Cassidy was lost for words. She watched Savannah extricate herself.
“We can talk about this when you’ve calmed down,” Savannah said quietly, “because I want to understand-”
“No, you don’t,” Cassidy said, defeated. “You never do.”
Savannah paused, her hand on her lower back. It was a good move. She looked fragile, emphasizing the weight of the baby she carried on her small frame. Something cracked slightly inside Cassidy. She would not feel guilty. Not for finally speaking the truth. Seeing her chin rise, Savannah shook her head slightly, dropped her eyes, and walked back toward the house. Lane grabbed the door for her, their jaw tight, not looking away from the living room until Brynn appeared, concern on her face, her hands already reaching for her wife.
Cassidy looked away. It looked nice, having someone put their arms around you, not caring if you were right or wrong. She looked at Lane, imagining the warmth of their body if she were allowed to cry on their shoulder right now, but as she met their eyes, she knew that wasn’t going to happen. Lane was staring at her like she was a stranger.
“You don’t understand,” she whispered, but Lane just shook their head.
“I understand all I need to understand,” they said stiffly, the usual warmth in their eyes extinguished. Lane looked appalled and immensely sad.
“Lane,” she tried, reaching out her hands, but they just shook their head.
“This…this is over, Cassidy,” they said quietly. “This is exactly why we can’t happen.”
“Because if I fight with my sister, you’ll always take her side? Without even hearing mine?” Her words were less angry than desperately hurt, but it all seemed to come out the same because Lane looked mad.
“You know what?” they said. “Yeah, probably. I don’t think you understand this, but I love Savannah,” they said fiercely, and Cassidy felt sick. “She saved my life and she’s kept saving it. Over and over, whether it was getting me off the street, or getting me through college, or giving me a home and a job, or paying for top surgery… she’s never stopped showing up for me.” Their eyes were bright with unshed tears. “And what you were doing right now? That’s not fighting. That’s just attacking. I’m not…I won’t be with someone that attacks my family, Cassidy.”
Cassidy held herself incredibly still. She felt like a wounded creature that needed nothing more than a safe place to hide, desperately needing to find out which wound might be fatal. She stayed paralyzed, willing Lane away with her eyes, needing them gone because it was no longer safe to show her soft underbelly. It must have worked, because Lane just nodded slowly, and walked away.
Cassidy waited until she heard their door close. Then she fled into the dark.



Chapter Eighteen
Cassidy awoke the next morning stiff, sore and sick. She felt far more hungover than she had the morning she’d woken up on Lane’s sofa, despite not having drunk anything at all. She felt wrung out, her very bones aching.
For a while, she tried desperately to fall back asleep. Unconsciousness was definitely preferable to thinking or feeling. But as she lay in bed, all she saw behind her racing eyes were a parade of faces: Savannah’s shocked and tear filled, Randy’s blotchy with rage, Brynn’s soft and concerned, and Lane’s…
Cassidy flung back the covers and stumbled out of bed. She showered, trying to budge the cold from her body, but it seemed to be coming from deep inside of her, chilling her from her core to her toes.
As she shivered under the steam, she thought how ironic it was that Lane was the one who was always so worried about losing everyone, and yet it was Cassidy who’d found she had no one. She’d fled the only home she’d ever known, only to have Savannah try to kick her out and Lane shun her.
It was such a sharp about-face from Lane’s hot body pressed up against her, their eyes looking at her like she was the only other person on the planet, that just by thinking about it Cassidy found herself bent double, her arms around her abdomen for protection, the same way she’d found herself on the kitchen floor the morning she’d left home.
It was a long time before she could force herself to straighten, to turn off the water and put on clothes, to walk to the window seat and curl up there, looking out toward the fields and the mountains beyond, trying to pin down the feeling that was threatening to crush her.
Heartbreak. The word sprang into her mind, fully formed, and she tried to scoff. She hadn’t been looking to catch actual feelings. Lane had been right: in the beginning she’d just wanted the pleasure they could offer, the pleasure she’d never yet gotten to experience in her years so far on the planet. But somewhere along the way, things had gotten hazy. It wasn’t just Lane’s hot mouth and skilled fingers she craved, but their strong arms and the feel of their heartbeat. It wasn’t just sex she wanted from them, but their tenderness, the way they’d held her crying in the Ryman, the brush of their fingers fixing her mascara, the soft stroke of their hands through her hair.
Cassidy didn’t remember anyone ever being tender with her, at least not since she was a small child. Lane had snuck in through her barriers, even if they themselves seemed unsure they wanted to be in there with her. And if Lane had ever really lowered their own barriers for her at all, they were slammed back tight in place now, with Cassidy firmly on the other side.
The worst part was that, for god’s sake, Cassidy had always been alone. Ever since Randy had first raised his fist and her mother hadn’t stopped him; ever since her brothers left home and Savannah never came back for her. She’d gone through every day, alone, and on some level, okay with that. It was just what her life looked like. And yet now, with only a couple of months of feeling like maybe she had a family after all - and maybe even someone else who cared about her - to lose them made her feel excruciatingly alone for the first time in her life.
Cassidy kicked herself. How stupid she’d been!
She skipped breakfast. And then she skipped lunch. Annabelle knocked shortly afterwards, explaining through the door she was leaving a tray for her. Cassidy didn’t want it. By mid-afternoon, she’d made up her mind. She found her old duffle bag and crammed what she could inside it. None of the pretty dresses, none of the wonderful ridiculous shoes. She put everything plain and simple and practical in there that she could. She left behind the book she’d been reading. She thought longingly of all the guitars upstairs in the music room she’d left untouched. Then she crept downstairs.
She found Savannah eventually, in the study that she kept. Cassidy had never really thought of her sister as a businesswoman, just an artist, so it had surprised her that Savannah seemed to have so much other work to do. She watched from the doorway for a minute as her sister frowned at her laptop, her perfectly manicured fingers resting on the keys. She was so damn poised, so expensively beautiful, Cassidy had no hope of ever competing. Then she looked up, her eyes finding her sister standing there, and all of a sudden she looked extremely human again, something like vulnerability appearing in her gaze.
“Hey,” Savannah said softly. She got up from her desk chair with effort and came over to one of the easy chairs, sitting again with a sigh. She inclined her head to the other chair, like her younger sister would just do her bidding. Cassidy stayed standing.
“I decided I’d take you up on it,” she said, as calmly as she could. “The apartment in Nashville. I’ll get out of your hair.”
Her sister regarded her evenly.
“No,” she said shortly.
Cassidy blinked.
“I’m sorry?”
“I’m not letting you have the apartment,” Savannah told her. “I’ve changed my mind.”
“Why not?” Cassidy demanded.
“Because I want you to stay here.” Savannah’s voice was firm. “I want you to stay right the fuck here.” Her eyes flashed a hint of steel, and Cassidy swallowed. “I want you to deal with being my damn sister. I want you to figure out how to be a sister-in-law to my wife, and an aunt to Tucker and the baby. I want you to have to repair your friendship with Lane. I don’t want you to go anywhere until we have fixed things between us, Cassidy. I’m not going to lose you now.”
Cassidy was speechless.
“Why does it all get to be your choice?” She felt a hint of her anger returning. It almost felt welcome.
“Because of my raging god complex,” Savannah said sharply. “And because I’m the big sister and you need someone to look after you for a change.”
Cassidy raised her chin, offended, but a strange warmth flared in her chest.
“I’m not a child,” she refuted anyway.
“No.” Savannah looked at her. “You’re not. But everyone needs someone to take care of them. Whether you like it or not, that’s going to be me. You’re my baby sister, Cassidy,” she said, in a softer tone, “and I know I’ve let you down. I don’t understand exactly all the pain and damage I’ve caused you, and I hope one day I will. But I don’t need to understand it to know you still need me now. So, no, you don’t get an apartment. You get me.”
“I could just leave anyway,” she muttered, half in and half out the door, completely lost as to how to proceed. Savannah watched her.
“You could,” she agreed. “You could go back home to an abusive situation, or you could take your chances out there in the world on your own. Or you could woman the fuck up and deal with a difficult situation right here instead of running away like a scared little squirrel.”
Cassidy glared at her. Then a surprised laugh spluttered out of her.
“Squirrel?” she asked, incredulously.
Savannah’s steely glare cracked too.
“Someone used to call me that once,” she admitted with a half smile. “Then Brynn accused me of it, too. Of being a secret wild animal, just trapped inside this human skin.” Cassidy looked at her perfectly put together, intensely feminine, well-dressed sister and a slightly unhinged giggle escaped her. Savannah smirked, too. “I think it’s something we perhaps might share,” she said drily.
Cassidy shook her head, but her sister just smiled, like she knew better.
“Go unpack your bag,” she said. “And if you don’t join us for dinner and actually eat something, I swear to god I will cook you one of mom’s casseroles myself.”
Cassidy blanched.
“Please don’t.”
“I wouldn’t threaten something that dire if I didn’t mean it.” They looked at each other for a beat. It felt weird to Cassidy that they shared such intimate knowledge that no one else in the world possessed, and yet they barely knew one another at the same time. “Do we have a deal?” her sister pressed.
“Yes, I’ll eat dinner?” she asked.
“You know that’s not what I’m asking.”
Cassidy stared down at the ground, at the duffle bag at her feet. She thought of everything Savannah was asking of her and knew it was too much. The idea of facing even just Lane alone felt too horrible to contemplate. Then she thought of what she was being offered. Eventually, she raised her chin and looked at the woman who’d been her biggest idol and her worst enemy. Could she literally just see her as her sister? She wasn’t sure.
“I’ll try,” she said softly.

Cassidy went to dinner early. She couldn’t fathom the idea of walking in while everyone looked up at her together and saw Cassidy the Monster, the one who’d screamed at her pregnant sister. She couldn’t even begin to imagine trying to make the choice whether to sit next to Lane or opposite them.
Also, she was starving.
Brynn arrived first, Tucker clinging to her back and giggling.
“Hey,” she said, depositing the child in his seat, before tucking back her long dark hair. Her tone was even and her face calm.
“Hey,” Cassidy replied. Then she was stuck. Did you apologize to someone for upsetting their spouse? Was that a thing that was expected, or would that be weird? Was she sorry? To Brynn? Oh god, did Brynn think she’d put the baby at risk? Was that a thing?
“Hey!” Tucker was simpler.
“Hey!” With a struggle she managed a smile. “What did you do with your day?”
Tucker led with some kind of long meandering story that involved swimming, dinosaurs and monkeys in the horse paddock. Cassidy tried her hardest to follow, not so much out of genuine interest or even politeness, but because it was so much easier than trying to understand how to talk to Brynn.
A knot formed in her belly. The guest house door was opening, and Lane appeared. It felt like it took an hour and yet all too quickly they reached the back patio and stepped up towards them. Cassidy didn’t know what to do with her hands or her face. There was the smallest hint of surprise in their eyes to see her there. Had Lane expected her to run away? Had they wanted her to? The thought hurt more than she’d expected.
“Hey,” she said, her voice barely more than a breath.
“Hey,” they said back, their voice low. It was all they said, but it still seemed like a relief. Lane was still talking to her. They took the seat opposite. Cassidy spent a good minute over-analysing that situation. Were they trying to be as far away from her as possible? Did they want to look at her? They were wearing a baby blue cotton t-shirt that looked immensely soft. Cassidy wanted to press her face into their chest more than she’d wanted anything in her whole life.
“Hey.” Savannah arrived.
“Hey,” everyone chirped in unison. Savannah paused where she stood, right next to Cassidy’s seat. She looked around, picking up the weirdness in the air. Cassidy felt guilty. It was her fault, after all. Her sister looked at her, probably regretting her existence, let alone the fact she’d convinced her into staying. Then she smiled, leaned down and swiftly kissed Cassidy on the top of her head, before taking her own seat.
Cassidy felt her eyes suddenly fill with tears. She blinked them back hard, trying even harder not to draw attention to the couple that escaped. When she finally dared to look up, Lane was looking not at her, but at Savannah, a trace of wonder in their expression.
“How was everyone’s day?” her sister asked lightly. And just like that, Cassidy was back in the fold.

A week went by, and then two. Everything got simultaneously easier and harder.
Brynn was back in the studio, and she still let Cassidy tag along. Cassidy made a point of being as agreeable as damn possible. She asked Brynn questions about her life, about her music, about her family. She learned all of Brynn’s past lives, like how she had nearly been a doctor, then a burned out alcoholic, an all round Hollywood dog’s body, then a Malibu lifeguard, all by the age of thirty. Brynn told her the straight-up bananas story of how she’d met and fallen for Savannah, and Cassidy had gasped, laughing, and realizing she absolutely saw why her sister had married the woman.
Tucker was both easier and harder, because he was a sweet, funny delight, but also, he was Lane’s number one sidekick, and Cassidy absolutely did not know how to approach that situation. Instead, she joined in on family movie nights with Tucker and his moms, the four of them claiming their spots on the various couches, Tucker sometimes snuggled around his mama, and sometimes nestled up against his young aunt.
One afternoon, she accosted him as soon as he came in the door from his day with Lane, whipping him into the kitchen to bake cookies. As the two of them giggled and made a mess together, Lane themself walked in to see them both splattered with flour and streaks of chocolate. They hesitated, staring, and Cassidy felt her cheeks go red. It was the most sustained attention she’d had from Lane in weeks. But Lane quickly recovered, simply ruffling Tucker’s hair to distract him, then pinching a handful of cookie dough from under his fingers and walking straight back out the way they came in.
So yeah, Tucker time was great, and also complicated.
Cassidy didn’t know how to approach Savannah. She still wasn’t sure she could. The emotions ran so damn deep, the fault lines so shaky. She hoped her sister could see her efforts with her family and know she was doing her best. She could feel Savannah’s watchful eyes - on how she spoke, on what she ate, where she was in the house or the city. They were civil to each other, even kind, ‌but the barrier was still there. Cassidy wasn’t entirely sure she could ever fully unpack it.
And as for Lane, Cassidy had decided - perhaps out of cowardice, she wasn’t entirely sure - that she would give them space. All the space. She was still intensely hurt every time she thought of Lane’s instant unquestioning allegiance to Savannah over her, the ease with which they had dismissed her from their life. She practiced speeches over and over where she beat down Lane’s door and told them her side, made them see. But she wouldn’t lower herself to trying. For them to have had any chance together, Lane had to want to see her side, and they very clearly didn’t.
It had been a savage lesson to learn, but Cassidy was learning it. Lane had always been on the fence about her, and to desire someone wasn’t necessarily to like them. She had, it turned out, been just a piece of ass to Lane after all. Lane had warned her, explained explicitly that they weren’t sure they liked her. What had felt like a growing connection had been so easily severed that it couldn’t possibly have mattered to Lane. Not the way it mattered to her.
Little memories tormented her, though. The time Lane nearly rode off into the mountains to search for her; the intense sweetness in their face as they’d gazed down at her in the grass trying and failing to end it; their belief in her as a musician before she’d even sung them a note; their fierceness over the whole bartender situation. It had felt, sometimes, like Lane had cared a whole lot. And if - if - they had, Cassidy had crushed that little spark with her out-of-control temper.
There’d been rage in her household her whole life. Even before Randy had ever expressed it physically towards her, she’d grown up seeing her brothers get hit, witnessing her mother cowering as Randy shouted in her face and punched the wall beside her head. In turn, her mother shouted at her, her brothers shouted at each other. Cassidy hadn’t realized it was inside her, too, until her last day at home when she’d exploded with it.
Lane had made it clear that at least as far as they were concerned, her outbursts at Savannah were inappropriate, including when her nephew had witnessed it. She’d been pissed off and yet deeply ashamed. She wasn’t at all like Randy. Was she? She sure as hell didn’t want to be, but she didn’t know where to start and there was not one person she could talk to about it.



Chapter Nineteen
Lane was starting to wonder if maybe they were broken. Mia was wearing an incredibly low cut top and making the point of leaning toward them over the table as often as possible and Lane felt…nothing. They recognised a fabulous pair of breasts when they saw them but it was like it was happening someplace else, like it had nothing to do with them, like it was honestly really none of their business.
The same thing had happened with Sasha, their old crush and many a time casual hook up, when she had gotten in touch last week. Lane had been thrilled to hear from her. It was perfect timing, what with how they were still reeling from ending things with Cassidy and filled with unspent energy. Sasha would be an amazing distraction and a great step toward moving on.
Only when they arrived at the bar and there she was, gorgeous as always, long legs bare under a cute tiny mini-skirt and pressing right up against them and kissing them on the mouth as a hello, Lane’s body seemed to shut down. It felt like Sasha was behind Plexiglass; Lane could see her perfectly clearly, but they felt nothing. They’d eventually pled a stomach ache and gone home, still frustrated.
So far the only time their libido had flared in weeks was when they’d walked into the kitchen the day after their failed date with Sasha and seen Cassidy lit up with laughter, everything smelling like sugar, a splash of chocolate smeared across her cheek, another on her throat. Lane had instantly wanted to taste her skin. They’d all but run in the opposite direction, since while their brain knew it was over for good, their body hadn’t seemed to have gotten the memo.
Lane stared directly into Mia’s cleavage as if her breasts had magical properties that could somehow restore them back to themself. She noticed and smirked at them.
“You good, Lane?” She raised her eyebrows teasingly. Lane jerked their eyes back down to their laptop, feeling guilty. No girl would enjoy knowing you were checking them out purely in the hopes of erasing someone else. “You know,” Mia said softly, quickly glancing up to see Aria was over chatting to a student at the next table, “you don’t have to just look. All you have to do is ask me out sometime.”
Lane looked up at her. Her eyes were steady and her lips looked soft. She was, by any measure, incredibly sexy, and that she knew it and was in charge as hell about it was appealing too. She couldn’t be more opposite to Cassidy in practically every way. That had to be a good thing, right?
“I’ll keep that in mind,” they said, actually meaning it, and she smiled.

That afternoon when Lane arrived home, the household was in a state. Brynn was getting ready to fly home to see her family for the weekend. Her grandmother was getting toward the end of her life, and with the baby due in less than a month, she’d figured it might be her last chance before chaos hit. Tucker was clinging to her and complaining on the front doorstep while Burt loaded her bag into the car, and Savannah looked exhausted in advance.
On their way over the driveway toward them, Lane watched the family interact. Brynn kissed Savannah with extra tenderness, her hand habitually on the small of her back where she was always supporting or kneading Savannah’s aching muscles. Then she hugged Cassidy. Lane blinked. They hadn’t known those two were on hugging terms, but Cassidy said something as Brynn drew back that made her laugh. Brynn hugged and kissed Tucker and when she stepped back, it was Cassidy that he smooshed his sad face into.
Lane made it to the steps just in time for their own hug.
“Look after them,” Brynn said under her breath so her wife didn’t hear. Lane looked her in the eye and nodded. Then they reached up and noogied her, right as she tried to noogie them. Lane looked to Tucker, waiting for him to leap on them for comfort, but he stayed where he was, leaning his face against Cassidy’s hip.
The car slowly disappeared down the driveway and Lane looked to Savannah to see how she was holding up and caught her brief I’m okay smile directed at Cassidy, who also appeared to be checking in.
For a second, it felt like the twilight zone. Instead of butting heads with absolutely everyone, Cassidy seemed tight with Brynn, adored by Tucker and almost caring toward Savannah, while Lane was the only member of the household who she seemed to barely acknowledge. It was such a sharp contrast to the first couple of months of her presence, when the whole family were on the outer and Lane was the only real recipient of her soft side, that Lane felt their breath catch in their chest.
Of course, this was the better option. Obviously it was. Cassidy was working on her family relationships - which, good for her, Lane guessed - and Lane and Cassidy couldn’t happen, so the distance between them was good. It was good. It was really, really, actually good.
It wasn’t a problem then that Lane was also keeping their distance. It would be better for the household dynamics if they could be friends, but Lane wasn’t sure that was possible. They were torn between their ongoing anger at Cassidy for her viciousness toward Savannah, and the fact they still woke up thinking about her.
It was like she’d nudged her way deep into Lane’s brain and as yet, they’d found no way to extract her. They closed their eyes at night and saw her arch her back for them, bare skin in the moonlight, while their hands recalled the shape of her body and their ears replayed her ragged whisper as she begged for Lane to touch her. Since that very first night under the stars, not a night had gone by without Lane longing for her, and it just didn’t seem to stop.
So when Savannah and Cassidy walked up the steps, side by side, Tucker holding his aunt’s hand, Lane stood there nodding for a moment, then headed home to the guest house, alone.

“Could you please pass the orange juice?”
Lane looked up. It was the longest sentence Cassidy had spoken to them in weeks. They passed her the juice and tried not to look at her for longer than a polite second. It was a Saturday morning and she was so damn pretty in a casual loose t-shirt dress, Lane wasn’t sure they’d be able to function if they truly observed her.
Suddenly, from the head of the table, came a sharp gasp. Both Lane and Cassidy’s heads snapped up to look as Savannah grasped the table, her knuckles going white, her face scrunched in obvious pain.
“Savannah?” Cassidy’s voice was slightly high. It took a few seconds for Savannah to respond.
“I’m okay,” she said, breathing out slowly. “Just…Braxton-Hicks,” she said. “Totally normal. Just my body practicing for labor. I’ve had a couple of them already this morning.”
Lane frowned.
“Have you called Brynn?” they asked. Savannah shook her head.
“I don’t want to stress her out when she’s with her grandmother. She’d only fly back unnecessarily. Don’t look so worried, these things can go on for weeks.”
Savannah looked at them both and then her son who was blithely oblivious and smiled reassuringly, before going on calmly with her breakfast. Lane watched her for a minute, then went back to their toast. For a while, everyone went on as normal. But by the time they were finishing their coffee, they couldn’t stop themself from sneaking another look at Cassidy and found she was watching her sister again, her eyes narrowed. Lane followed her gaze and saw nothing amiss. Then Savannah grimaced again. She didn’t make a sound, but her face went tight with pain.
“Savannah,” Cassidy said quietly, the second the pain passed. “I think you need to call Brynn.”
“For god’s sake, Cassidy,” Savannah snapped sharply. “I’ve done this before, okay? I know what I’m doing.” She got up from the table and walked inside, her hand rubbing her lower back, her face tense.
Lane’s eyes met Cassidy’s. They looked at each other for a beat, communicating silently with their eyes. Then they jumped to their feet in unison and followed her inside.
Savannah was pacing around the living room, looking anything but calm. When she saw the two of them on each other’s heels, she huffed out a breath of annoyance.
“Look, your worrying is sweet, but it’s not helping, okay? Pregnancy is just a weird time. Everything is fine. You can calm down.”
They both teetered awkwardly, torn, while Savannah stared them down. Then she gasped and gripped the back of the couch, going pale, her face contorting again as another wave hit her. Lane pulled out their phone and walked away to the window so Savannah wouldn’t freak out as they quickly called Brynn and told her to get her ass back to the airport right that minute. Then they called Burt.
“I’m fine!” Savannah hissed at her sister, ignoring her cajoling tone as Cassidy tried to talk sense to her.
“You’re not fine,” Cassidy said bluntly. “We’re going to the hospital now.”
“It’s too early,” Savannah shook her head in denial. “I’m not due for another three weeks. These are false labor pains. Besides, I was in labor for thirty-four hours with Tucker,” she argued. “Even if it were real, it would be too early. I just need to go walk it off,” she said, looking to the door as if she were about to go for a hike.
“Savannah!” Cassidy snapped at her, and Lane stiffened, ready to step in. “I know what you’re doing. You don’t want this to be happening yet, and you don’t want it to happen without your person. It sucks, I get it. But now’s not the time to go be a goddamned squirrel.”
Lane was alarmed and confused, but Savannah lost her haughty in-charge look all of a sudden and nodded slowly, like Cassidy was making any kind of sense, a dawning realization on her face.
“Can you call Brynn?” she asked Lane, a slight panic arriving on her features.
“Already done,” they told her. “She’s on her way. Burt, too.” Savannah’s face crumpled, then just as suddenly she sniffed back her tears and rearranged her features to a reassuring smile.
“I’m fine, honey,” she said to Tucker, who’d appeared and hung back, staring at her. “Don’t worry sweetpea, Lane’s going to hang out with you.” She gritted her teeth and her face changed color. “They’re going to take you swimming right now!” She soothed her son despite the contraction and something in Lane’s heart cracked as they watched her expertly pretend to be fine.
They gathered Tucker and brought them over for a quick kiss from his mama. Then, crossing a professional line they had never predicted they would, they smacked a kiss on Savannah’s slightly sweaty forehead. She gave their hand a quick squeeze and they tried not to cry as they turned away. Savannah was in labor early, Brynn was away, and Lane’s only contribution was to jump in the fucking swimming pool. They knew, though, that the knowledge that her firstborn was safe and happy was the best support they could give her right now, so they’d damn well do it.
“Take care of her.” They looked to Cassidy, who stared back at them, shocked. Then she straightened her spine and nodded, her eyes wide. She knew what Lane was saying. Brynn had a snowball’s chance in hell of making it in time for the birth. Cassidy was it.



Chapter Twenty
“Oh, fuck!” Savannah’s waters broke in the car.
“Gross!” Cassidy cried, before she could help herself. Savannah shot her a glare but also snorted a short laugh.
“Birth,” she announced, gritting her teeth, “is a beautiful, natural miracle. Get used to it.”
She undid her seatbelt, no longer able to tolerate sitting. She shifted up onto her knees, a literal pool of wetness spreading into the expensive upholstery as Burt sped through the outskirts of the city. Cassidy observed her with horror. She undid her own belt, ready to help, despite having no idea what that was going to look like.
“Put your damn belt back on!” her sister snapped, bracing her hands on the seat in front of her, somehow finding time to be the traffic police despite the oncoming contraction. Cassidy obeyed warily, one eye on her sibling, just in time for Burt to pull up at the hospital.
It was a fancy private hospital, but Cassidy was still surprised when they stopped at a discreet side entrance to be met by two security guards, a hospital administrator, a well-dressed doctor, a nurse and an orderly pushing a wheelchair. Savannah Grace arriving to give birth was a whole big deal.
“Where’s Imani?” Savannah asked with gritted teeth as they wheeled her into the elevator. “She’s my obstetrician. That’s who I want.”
“She’s on leave,” the doctor told her nervously. “You’re a little early. We’ve called her, though-” she added quickly as Savannah’s eyes turned so steely it looked like she believed she actually could kill with her gaze.
They were whisked inside to a beautiful private birth suite with mood lighting, a hospital bed, and what looked to Cassidy’s eyes to be an actual jacuzzi.
Her sister ignored all of it, pulling off her clothes almost as soon as the door closed behind them, making Cassidy blink, and walking naked into the shower where she proceeded to scream bloody murder.
“Oh fuck, oh fuck.” Cassidy was way out of her depth here. Her eyes darted around the room. The doctor looked at her expectantly.
“We need to give her a quick exam,” she said, as if Cassidy had anything to do with anything. “Can you let her know?” Cassidy thought doctors were normally a little more assertive than this, but this one seemed star-struck or just plain terrified of fucking up with such a high-profile patient.
“Savannah?” she tried, standing in the bathroom doorway. “The doctor wants to examine you. Can you come out?”
“Fuck that fucking doctor.” Savannah turned, in all her naked glory. Her face contorted in pain again and she gripped the shower rail, an unholy sound escaping her.
“Savannah!” Cassidy hissed, more than a little alarmed. “Come on, what are we here for if not for medical attention?”
“I don’t know!” Her sister sounded desperate. “I don’t want to be here at all! I’m not ready for this!”
Cassidy stared at her.
“I don’t think you’ve got much choice in the matter,” she pointed out. Savannah had kept it together to get this far, but now they were here she seemed to be unraveling.
“No,” her sister started crying. “You don’t understand. I’m not ready. I can’t do this yet. Not the birth, not the hormone crash, not the lack of sleep.” Her voice broke. “Not the always having a tiny person on you, not fucking cracked nipples and leaking boobs.” Cassidy’s eyes went wide. Savannah sobbed helplessly. “Not the part where I’m never sexy anymore, being alone with no one but a baby while Brynn goes out without me and meets god knows who else. I’m not ready for my life to fall apart like that again-” Her voice broke into a ferocious moan as the next contraction took hold, almost bent in half by the pain.
“Okay…” Cassidy stepped into the shower with her. She used her knuckles to press against Savannah’s lower back, the same way she’d seen Brynn do. Her sister didn’t seem to register the situation until the contraction passed and she turned her head to see Cassidy in a half-soaked dress with her hair dripping into her eyes and her sob choked into a despairing laugh. They both looked deranged.
“Savannah.” Cassidy pushed her own hair out of her eyes and then her sister’s. “You’re talking like an insane person. I don’t know if it’s the pain or the hormones or what the fuck is wrong with you right now, but Brynn is not going to leave you because you’ve had a baby together.” She huffed at the ridiculousness of the prospect. Had Savannah not met her own wife? “I’ve never seen anyone more in love in my entire life, and that was before I heard her singing about you every damn day in the studio. She can’t wait for the two of you to be moms all over again, leaking boobs and all.” She tried extremely hard not to screw up her face at the thought. “Jesus, Savannah, your ex husband might have been a dirtbag, but Brynn is not Cole.”
Savannah flinched. For a second Cassidy thought she’d said the wrong thing, as her sister slowly leaned her head against the shower tiles and cried. Then she raised her head, swallowed her tears, and took a deep breath.
“Thanks, Cassie,” she said, her voice sounding almost back to normal. “I needed to hear that.” Cassidy took advantage of her brief return to sanity to steer her into the room for an exam.
Things moved quickly from there, and Cassidy lost track of time. Savannah labored in the shower, in the tub, on the bed, against the wall. The doctor mostly stayed out of the way after Cassidy’s beautiful, refined, famously charming sister told her to fuck off you fucking asshole, and the older no-nonsense midwife did most of the coaching. She spotted Cassidy’s absolute loss for what to do and had her fetching her sister endless cups of iced water and heat packs and helping her count down her breaths.
When Savannah felt the urge to push, all hell broke loose.
She was on her knees, on the bed, still naked, and the string of blue words that spilled from her made Cassidy’s eyes water.
“No!” Savannah summed up her point succinctly. “I’m not having this baby until my wife gets here-” She contracted so hard, Cassidy felt it in her own body when she screamed. She saw the doctor and the midwife exchange a glance that she couldn’t interpret. A minute later, she understood. Savannah couldn’t stop from pushing if she tried. She was fighting it though, her face agonized, on the verge of panic.
Cassidy grabbed her hand.
“Cut the shit, Savannah,” she said firmly. “Brynn is on her way, but honestly, at this point, she probably won’t make it.” Her sister shook her head fast in denial, and Cassidy gripped her chin and made her look at her. “All Brynn cares about is that you are safe, and the baby is safe. Okay? Birth is like, one damn moment. She’s going to be with you and the baby forever,” she said fiercely. “Now let’s stop fucking around and get this baby here safely.”
The next minute, Savannah was gripping her hand so hard Cassidy felt pretty sure she knew what it felt like to be in labor herself. The midwife prompted her to count out loud to ten, for each long push as Savannah’s multi-Grammy winning voice came out in a savage howl.
“I can see the head!” the doctor announced from the business end and Cassidy wasn’t sure if she wanted to pass out or cheer or cry.
The door burst open.
“I’m here!” Brynn cried, erupting into the room. She ran to Savannah and kissed her hard on the forehead, breathing raggedly and grabbing her other hand in her own. “Oh my god baby, I’m here.” Her face was red with emotion, clearly having spent the last however many goddamned hours it had been in deep stress.
Savannah looked at her and let out one sharp sob of desperate relief. Then Brynn’s eyes went wide as Savannah did her level best to break her wife’s hand as well, letting loose an animalistic roar as she bore down hard and pushed again. Cassidy met Brynn’s thoroughly freaked out eyes briefly over Savannah’s head as she carefully counted to ten again.
“One more!” the doctor coached, “Doing great!”
“Fuck you,” panted Savannah. “Literally, fuck you.”
Brynn looked at Cassidy again, faintly stunned, and she shook her head in response. Honestly, Brynn had no idea. The next contraction hit and Savannah gritted her teeth and made an inhuman noise that drowned out the encouraging noises from the doctor and the midwife. Then-
“Grab your baby, honey, here she is,” the midwife ordered Savannah and Cassidy’s vision briefly wavered as her sister reached down and - out of nowhere, it seemed - suddenly had a literal human baby in her hands. She clutched the small creature to her chest and sank down on the bed, lying back, holding her and crying and Brynn was crying and Cassidy was crying and then a whole new tiny voice joined in and everyone in the room was crying.
Even the doctor, a little, though that might have been the sheer relief.
“Emmeline.” Savannah was cradling her close, Brynn weeping, her finger stroking the tiny cheek.
“Emmeline Grace,” Brynn whispered.

The midwife found Cassidy a pair of clean dry scrubs to put on. Once changed, she hung back, letting Brynn and Savannah be alone together with their new daughter. The doctor had checked her out and despite being a little early, she seemed perfectly healthy, Savannah thanking the doctor and apologizing profusely.
Cassidy stood over by the window, looking out over Nashville in the afternoon light. Finding her phone, she pulled up a contact she’d never once used, and sent Lane the picture she’d taken of Brynn and Savannah cradling Emmeline, making sure she’d cropped out Savannah’s breasts first.
 

She’s here. Everyone is safe. 

Lane must have been glued to their phone waiting because, instantly, three little dots appeared. Then disappeared. Then appeared and disappeared again.
 
Thank yo u
Cassidy waited, but that was all she got.

A few hours later, after being cleared by the security guard posted outside the door, Lane peeked into the most lavish hospital room they’d ever seen. Brynn looked up and caught their eye and, with a wide smile, gestured them in. Tucker broke away and ran straight toward his mama, who was tucked up in the king sized bed. Brynn quickly swept him up in her arms to stop him, whispering in his ear.
Lane tiptoed closer. Savannah was breathing evenly, her face gently flushed. Asleep. Alive. Safe. They sighed in relief. Brynn looked over Tucker’s head and with a smile nodded over toward the window. Lane followed her eyes and there, in an armchair sat Cassidy, inexplicably dressed in a pair of pale pink scrubs that suited her drastically. Her hair was scooped up hastily, soft wisps escaping around her face. She looked exhausted but calm, and in her arms she held a small bundle of
baby.
Tucker’s eyes went wide.
“That’s our baby,” he said softly.
“Come and have a cuddle with us,” came the soft voice from the bed. Everyone turned to see Savannah awake, pulling herself gingerly up to relax against the pillows. Tucker struggled out of Brynn’s arms and leapt on the bed. Cassidy carefully stood. She offered the baby to Brynn, who just smiled and shook her head. Cassidy made her way across the room with the fragile bundle in her arms and climbed into bed, nestling in right next to her sister. Tucker was snuggled in against his mama and between Cassidy and Savannah they helped him hold his own sister for the first time.
Brynn tugged Lane by the sleeve and pulled them over to the bed until everyone was crowded around together, admiring baby Emmeline. She was tiny, red and squishy and generally just looked like a baby. But there, looking up at them, were very much Savannah’s eyes. Cassidy’s eyes.
“Oh my god, there’s another one of you,” Lane breathed, and Savannah laughed.
“Are you sure you’re up for this, Lane?” she teased. “She’s going to be a handful.”
“You all are.” They shrugged even as their smile slipped out. They felt Cassidy’s eyes on their face and couldn’t help but look up. Something passed between them, for just a second: a mutual acknowledgement that they were not in fact the strangers to each other that they were pretending to be. Lane started to smile again, almost by accident, and Cassidy dropped her gaze.
Lane and Brynn went for a walk together, to grab snacks from the hospital cafeteria, as well as caffeine. Brynn was projecting a long night ahead as she tried to get Savannah as much rest and recovery as she could.
“I should never have gone away,” she berated herself. “I nearly missed my own daughter being born.”
“You made it though,” Lane reminded her. “You were there when it counted.”
“I promised Savannah years ago that I’d be here for this. And yet somehow, I wasn’t there when she needed me most.” She looked devastated. Then her eyes lightened. “Thank god for Cassidy. I’m not sure anyone would have predicted it, but Savannah said she was exactly the birthing coach she needed.”
Lane looked incredulous, and Brynn laughed too.
“I know, right?” she agreed. “I’m so unbelievably grateful for her. I don’t think any of it was pretty, but Cassidy came through.”
“Huh,” was all Lane managed. Despite the strain between the two sisters, despite the outbursts and the resentment, Lane suddenly found that they weren’t surprised at all.
“Those Grace women.” Brynn shook her head. “They’re something else.”



Chapter Twenty-One
Savannah and Emmeline came home the next afternoon. Over the next week, Cassidy gradually came to realize what Savannah’s offer to let her stay in an apartment had been all about. The house was in chaos. The size of the mansion was no match for tiny Emmeline’s lung power, and on the nights Cassidy was already sleepless, she could hear her incessant cries.
Savannah spent two days and nights weeping, which she kept trying to explain was normal, but everyone around her felt on tenterhooks, unable to soothe either one of them. Midway through the week, everyone seemed to get into some kind of rhythm. Brynn did as much of the nights as she could, waking Savannah only to feed Emmeline, then taking breaks in the day to catch up on sleep. Lane took Tucker for longer hours to give his parents time to focus on the baby.
Cassidy watched her sister. She could see the moments she looked in love and in bliss with her tiny daughter, and the times when she looked like she wanted to scream and run into the hills. Those were the moments she reached out and took her niece, prodding her sister to go and take a shower or sit outside under a tree where no one would disturb her.
And yet because Savannah was Savannah, two weeks after Emmeline’s arrival, she hosted a party. On a Saturday afternoon, Brynn’s mother and sister arrived from California, cooing with excitement to meet the new arrival. Coral and Noah followed shortly after, with what seemed like a literal trailer-load of tiny presents. Savannah’s other band members - Jed and Travis - her manager, Chester, a handful of other musician friends, and a whole assortment of various Nashville luminaries, all descended upon their house for an afternoon garden party to welcome the newest member of the family.
Savannah - pulling off some kind of miracle of support garments and makeup - looked fresh and pretty and sparkling with happiness in a white summer dress, holding a beautifully swaddled baby in her arms and accepting everyone’s congratulations with a glowing smile. Cassidy watched her closely, trying to see evidence of the sister she’d seen the day before - dark circles under her tired eyes, weeping to Cassidy that she looked like a deflated balloon - but she was gone.
“Is she okay, do you think?”
Cassidy looked up to see her sister’s friend Rosalie standing beside her, also surveying Savannah with an assessing gaze. She’d met Rosalie in the kitchen earlier, where they’d both been grabbing drinks. She’d noticed her at once since the other woman had stopped still, staring at her, wide-eyed, like she’d seen a ghost. Then she’d visibly shaken herself, smiled and was introduced before yet another wave of visitors had flooded in. She followed Rosalie’s gaze now to where Savannah was seated in the shade under the willow tree, smiling up at Brynn’s promoter Maggie, Emmeline resting against her shoulder.
“I don’t know,” she said quietly. “She cries a lot.”
“Hmm,” was Rosalie’s only response. They watched her together in silence for a while. “Early days,” she said after a beat.
“How do you know Savannah?” Cassidy asked her. It wasn’t just small talk. Rosalie was the only other person so far who’d seemed to see right through Savannah’s shield of perfection. She examined her. Rosalie was extremely pretty she realized, though it took a second glance to notice. She seemed about her sister’s age, but there was nothing of the shiny glamor about her that Cassidy associated with being in the industry.
“We’re old friends,” Rosalie told her. “She can’t sneak shit past me,” she added with a smile. Then her head jerked up. “Lane!”
Cassidy watched as Lane looked up from across the lawn. She swallowed as they came closer. They were wearing a crisp white t-shirt, the short sleeves slightly rolled up like a young James Dean, and their smile as they saw Rosalie was a little shy. Cassidy wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen a more perfect looking human in all her life. A sharp feeling of wistfulness almost took her breath away.
“Hey,” Lane said as they arrived and Rosalie pulled them into a hug.
“I’ve just been meeting Cassidy,” she said and immediately, before both their eyes, Lane went bright red. Cassidy had no idea what to make of that.
“Yeah,” Lane said, their eyes skittering over the two of them before they looked away. Rosalie smiled broadly.
“Are we on for next weekend?” she asked. Lane nodded, their face squinting slightly as if there was something incredibly interesting about the buffet table on the back patio. “Lane volunteers at the center,” she told Cassidy, as if that should mean something.
“The center?”
“The Rachel Carlson Center,” Rosalie added. “The one Savannah funds?” Cassidy nodded as if she knew, but Rosalie saw through her. “It’s for queer and gender diverse youth,” she told her. “I’m the director. We look after kids who’re homeless or at risk of homelessness, or who are vulnerable in other ways because of who they are.”
“Oh.” Cassidy felt weird, like Rosalie would just magically know somehow of her missteps around all the queer people she was suddenly surrounded by. “And what does Lane do?” she asked, almost as a diversion, though she was curious. Lane responded to being talked about as though it wasn’t happening, looking more interested in how the grass was growing than the conversation. Rosalie looked from one to the other.
“Lane,” she said fondly, “is my star protégé. They teach an art class, though it’s really just a guise for an outreach session. And they mentor young people who need a Lane in their life.”
“Huh,” she said. Cassidy didn’t especially want that image in her head, of Lane being sweet and doing sweet things. She tried to tell herself she didn’t personally need a Lane in her life, but it felt unconvincing.
“Anyway,” said Lane, who seemed wildly uncomfortable. Cassidy figured it was because of the proximity to her, not Rosalie; she’d seen the spark of happiness in their eyes as they’d looked up and seen the woman. She was just about to excuse herself to let them catch up, unimpeded by her unwelcome presence, when Lane said “I gotta-” and without even finishing the excuse, darted off after Brynn.
Rosalie didn’t seem offended. She watched Lane disappear with a small smile. Then she turned to Cassidy.
“Lane,” she said evenly, “is a wonderful person.” Cassidy held back a sigh. It was just her luck to be stuck at the party with a Lane enthusiast. “But they can be a little gun-shy. It’d be worth it, though, if you want it to be.”
Cassidy stared at her. She knew. Suddenly Lane’s awkwardness made sense to her, as her own face flushed hot. God, that buffet table really was fascinating.
As she stood there, though, she slowly realized there was finally one person she could actually talk to.
“I don’t think that’s the problem,” she said softly, looking down at the grass. “I think maybe it’s me.” Suddenly, she was struggling to blink back tears.
“Oh honey,” Rosalie’s voice was warm. “We’re all the problem. All of us. None of us are without issue.”
“Then what do we do about it?” she asked, feeling desperate. She felt inexplicably like maybe Rosalie had all the answers and Cassidy needed them now. She needed them yesterday. She needed them before she’d lashed out at her sister, before she’d driven Lane away.
“We deal with it,” Rosalie shrugged. “We keep getting up each day trying to be better. Accept the fact we won’t always succeed. Accept that the people we love won’t either. Sometimes it’s good enough, sometimes it’s not. You’re always allowed to walk away.”
Cassidy thought about that. It didn’t feel like enough.
“Do you want to talk to someone?” Rosalie asked her gently. Cassidy’s first instinct was to say no. She wasn’t the needing help type. But she was starting to understand that not all her instincts were working in her favor. Slowly, she nodded and Rosalie took her number. “I’ll be in touch. It won’t be me, but I’ll make sure it’s someone good.”
“Thank you,” she said awkwardly. Rosalie looked at her for a beat, her green eyes steady.
“You’re worth it too, honey,” she said. “Don’t let yourself forget it.”

Over the next couple of weeks, Savannah grew worse. She was short-tempered and tearful. Emmeline was struggling to feed well and Savannah took that on as a personal failing. Some days all Cassidy saw her do was feed the baby then hook herself up to a miserable looking pumping machine, then feed the baby again. She cried every time Emmeline needed a bottle of formula instead, so either Brynn or Cassidy would take the baby away to feed her.
Brynn walked around in a daze, her face creased with exhaustion and anxiety, as she took as much of the baby load as possible while still trying to take care of her increasingly fragile wife. When Cassidy checked in with her, she gave a tired smile.
“It’s okay,” she said. “I think this is just what having a newborn is like. Everyone is sleep-deprived, everyone’s a bit miserable. We’ll be okay.”
Cassidy wasn’t so sure. Sometimes Savannah thrust the crying baby into her arms with surprising force, like she couldn’t cope being around her for a single second longer. From what she’d seen of her sister before, she’d been a calm, connected, attentive mother to her son. But right now she didn’t even seem to want to be around Tucker, tolerating his cuddles and demands for attention with grim forbearance.
Lane saw it, too. Cassidy was pretty sure they were working double their normal hours, helping get Tucker bathed and to bed at night when Brynn was helping with the baby, arriving in early so that when the little boy inevitably bounced out of bed at the crack of dawn they were there to sidetrack him before he woke his parents. The two of them drifted past each other in the house frequently, Lane with handfuls of kid snacks or a small child riding on their back, Cassidy ferrying bottles or holding a sleeping baby.
A couple of times, without a word, they swapped, Lane gently plucking the baby from her arms and patting Emmeline back to sleep, Cassidy collapsing on the couch to watch some cartoons with Tucker.
Whenever she could, whenever Brynn had Emmeline and her sister wasn’t hooked up to a creepy boob torture machine, Cassidy found reasons to get Savannah outside.
“Come for a walk with me,” she’d press her. “Jasper misses you.”
Savannah protested some days, claiming exhaustion, but other times she seemed a little freer as soon as the fresh air and sunlight hit her skin.
“Are you doing okay?” Cassidy tried to ask her, and her sister just gave her a ghastly rendition of her usually picture-perfect charming smile and told her she was just fine.
“Babies suck,” she said calmly. “I’d forgotten that about them.”
Cassidy was alarmed. But also, the whole thing did seem to kind of suck, so she couldn’t exactly argue with her sister’s grim assessment.
One afternoon, when Brynn was upstairs taking a nap after a particularly disrupted night, Emmeline wouldn’t stop crying. Savannah had breastfed her and was pacing around the kitchen, Emmeline on her shoulder getting gently bounced and patted. The more the baby cried, the tenser Savannah’s face became and the more forced her movements.
“Let me take her,” offered Cassidy.
“No!” Savannah snapped. “I’m her fucking mother. I can do this.”
Cassidy stepped back, a pit of worry opening up inside her. She went back to making a cup of herbal tea for her sister, the baby screaming on and on in the background.
“I think she’s hungry,” she tried again finally. Savannah lost it.
“Shut up, Cassidy, for god’s sake, shut up!” she shouted over Emmeline’s cries. “This is so typical of you, always thinking you know better than everyone! God, you’re always poking and snapping and being irritable and going on about everything all the time. You’re a fucking nightmare; did you know that?”
Cassidy flinched, her eyes filling with hot tears.
“Savannah, come on!” she cried, trying to figure out how to get her to see reason.
“Hey!” came the voice from behind her. Cassidy couldn’t believe the déjà vu as Lane suddenly appeared, right when she was arguing with her sister. Only to her shock, she realized it was Savannah they were glaring at. “Cassidy doesn’t deserve any of that. She’s here trying to help you, day and night, because she loves you. And you love her too when you’re not dying on the inside.”
Savannah stared at Lane, her face intense with what looked like a fireball of emotions. It looked like she was on the verge of a total explosion.
“We need to get you some help,” Lane told her, their voice suddenly calm. “Because you’re not okay.”
There was some kind of silent stand-off, Lane and Savannah staring at each other, neither of them budging an inch, Emmeline’s screaming intensifying. Then Savannah grabbed her daughter off her shoulder and thrust her at Cassidy. She clutched her tiny niece tightly, watching as her sister all but crumbled to the floor, curling up with her back against the cabinets, her face pressed into her arms, weeping.
Cassidy and Lane looked at each other, both clearly struggling not to freak out. Then Lane nodded and they both moved at once. Cassidy found the formula and made a bottle. Lane sat on the floor next to Savannah and held her hand. As soon as the bottle found Emmeline’s lips, she quieted.
“I’m gonna call Rosalie,” Lane said to Savannah after a few minutes, squeezing her hand in their own, and without lifting her head, she nodded.
By the time Brynn came down, Rosalie and Savannah were tucked up on the couch together, their heads close, speaking in soft voices. Brynn’s face crumpled with relief. She gave them another half hour to talk, then went over to join them. Savannah pressed her face into her wife’s shoulder and cried and cried and cried.

Rosalie had been the right call to make. Within twenty-four hours Savannah was set up with a doctor - a psychiatrist that specialized in postpartum depression - as well as a counselor. A second nanny was brought on temporarily to help out at night. There was a lactation specialist and a pediatrician dropping by. Brynn’s mom flew back, using her terrifying senior doctor voice to wrangle everyone into shape, like she could keep Savannah safe purely by creating a forcefield of organisation and fierce love around her. Within a week, things seemed - if not better - at least under control.
A week after that, Savannah came downstairs and wrapped her arms around Cassidy.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so, so sorry. And thank you. Thank you for looking after me and Emmeline. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
“Cross me again and I’ll cut you,” Cassidy told her, hugging her tightly back, and for the first time in weeks, Savannah laughed.



Chapter Twenty-Two
The last couple of months had slowly created somewhat of a necessary thaw between Cassidy and Lane. There was no flirting, no lingering gazes, no hot meeting of mouths or fingers slipping beneath clothing; there wasn’t even real conversation, exactly. But somehow, phrases like can you hold this baby a sec, and I think Savannah’s asleep became questions like, do you need some help and are you doing okay? Eventually they morphed slightly further, into almost social interactions like can I get you a coffee and,
“What are you watching?”
Cassidy looked up from where she was curled up on the couch in front of the television. It was early afternoon and the rest of the family were upstairs, spending time together in relative peace and calm. Cassidy finally felt okay enough about the state of her sister to actually relax, though she figured she’d stay close by, just in case. With the exhaustion of the last few months of her life leaving her a little emotionally drained, she’d sunk down into the couch cushions to let her imagination drift.
“Dark Victory,” she replied. “It’s a Bette Davis marathon.” Lane drifted closer.
“You like classic cinema?” they asked. Cassidy examined their face for signs they were mocking her - the backwoods, uneducated country girl - but they looked more intrigued than anything else, which after the last few months of mutually ignoring each other, made her chest tighten slightly.
“Well, yeah,” was all she could give them. To her surprise, Lane sank down on the other end of the couch, their eyes glued to the black-and-white screen.
“What’s happening?” they asked after a couple of minutes. They had been looking adorably confused, a little furrow between their soft brows, which Cassidy knew despite trying her hardest not to look at them at all.
“She’s this party girl, and she’s dying, but everyone is trying to hide that from her,” she explained. “She finds out, though, and has to figure out how to live what’s left of her life.”
“Huh.”
They watched the film together in silence, Lane slowly starting to sprawl out, Cassidy eventually slipping sideways to lie down, her head on her arms, pretending not to cry as the darkness descended on Bette, who was both completely amazing and chewing the scenery wildly. As the credits rolled and the music soared, she waited for Lane to leave, but they didn’t.
The next film started, but Cassidy was only semi-conscious of it, lulled on the way to sleep by the gently hypnotic sounds of 1930s dialogue and the comforting proximity of Lane’s presence. She dozed into a soft cozy dream in which she told Lane that it was, in fact, a super young Marlon Brando they reminded her of sometimes, and Lane reached out and gently stroked her hair just once.
It might have been minutes later, or maybe hours, when the soaring score of Now, Voyager punctured her subconscious. Her eyelashes flickered briefly to see the screen and she realized she was now practically snuggled against Lane’s side, the top of her head pressed against their firm thigh. She closed her eyes again, hoping that by pretending to still sleep, she might actually fall asleep again, thus avoiding both the embarrassment and the loss of their warmth.
She was just about dozing again when she heard Brynn’s voice sounding soft and amused from behind them.
“Watch out,” she murmured. “If she’s anything like her sister, you’re definitely about to get drooled on.”
“Hey!” Savannah chastised her, but there was a teasing warmth back in her voice that made Cassidy feel immensely happy somewhere under the fog.
Suddenly, Tucker flung themself into the middle of the couch, excited for a cuddle pile with two of his favorite humans. Cassidy, no longer able to feign or hope for sleep, pushed herself upright so her nephew could snuggle in with her, the little boy already demanding a channel change. She knew her face was probably flushed and creased and she carefully avoided Lane’s eyes until later, after Brynn had arrived with popcorn, tugging her wife down beside her and wrapping her arm around her shoulders, and the whole family - minus Emmeline who was actually asleep in her bassinet for once - bunkered down for a movie night.
Cassidy flicked her eyes over, just once, and caught Lane looking at her. Their gaze darted away almost immediately, but in the one second their eyes met, Cassidy saw a softness that made her chest ache.

A week after that, it was Cassidy’s birthday. It was a subdued affair, and yet simultaneously the best birthday she could ever remember.
Coral was the only other guest. Together with the family, they all ate dinner outside in the warm evening air, Savannah at the head of the table with some actual color back in her cheeks, Emmeline fast asleep against Brynn’s chest in a baby wrap. Everyone sipped champagne, except Tucker and Brynn, even Annabelle giving her a silent approving toast from her own glass as she moved back and forth from the kitchen.
There were gifts from people that actually knew her, people that actually cared what she would want. Brynn gave her a state-of-the-art record player and a pair of high-tech headphones. Coral gave her a designer tote bag. Lane gave her a little leather notebook with her name tooled onto the side; it was the twin of the collection upstairs in the music room that housed Savannah’s songwriting journeys. They’d flicked their eyes towards her, looking almost shy, and Cassidy had gulped, nearly swallowing her tongue instead of saying thank you. And Savannah gave her a guitar. It was a beautiful acoustic, more expensive than probably anything she’d ever touched before, with a pickup to plug into a speaker for live performing.
“For when you’re ready,” her sister said, meeting her eyes. Cassidy managed not to burst into tears, but only just.
There was an elaborate cake, with an exact twenty-four candles to blow out. She looked around at her still fragile sister, at her strong, loving sister-in-law, at Coral smiling encouragingly, and at Lane, their eye contact steady for once. She had no idea what to wish for.

The following day, Cassidy went for a horse ride alone. She had snuck rides often enough that it no longer felt like bending the rules. She knew the trails, she knew the horse, and she also knew there was no one around with the mental space or inclination to worry about her anymore. She and Jasper climbed into the forest, meandered through the trees, forded a small stream and cantered across the open spaces. All the way, she talked to him.
It helped, almost as much as her sessions with Dani, the counselor Rosalie had referred her to, though Jasper didn’t talk back to her nearly as much, or make her confront the lifelong patterns and assumptions she’d always held as inevitable.
To Jasper, she could also talk freely about Lane, without caring that she definitely sounded like a crazy person.
“It’s stupid, I know,” she told the horse. “It’s been months since we stopped, I don’t know…. seeing each other,
but it’s still hard being around them. I still over-analyse every single thing they do. Like…how dare they give me a birthday gift that fucking…sweet? Are they trying to be friends now? After everything?”
What she couldn’t admit, even to Jasper, was the way her stupid heart had leapt in her chest at just the briefest instant of somewhat ambiguous eye contact from Lane. Their golden brown eyes had barely even flickered and she had felt a terrible, impossible hope flare inside her, lying awake that night trying not to think about them, but unable to think of anything else.
She turned Jasper for home with a sigh. She thought again of the evening Lane hadn’t moved away, letting Cassidy practically cuddle them on the couch in her sleep. She thought of them finally taking her side against her sister’s. And she thought of that look in their eyes, what she could swear she’d seen in them - warmth, softness, heat - of Rosalie telling her she thought Lane was worth the pursuit.
She returned Jasper to his paddock and wandered back up the field track, lost in her thoughts. She imagined trying. She thought of how vulnerable she would have to be, to straight up tell Lane, I still think of you all the time.
She found her eyes darting toward the guesthouse as she passed by. She wavered. Could she do it?
She heard the slam of a car door from where she stood, and suddenly Mia came into view, her soft green hair bouncing on her shoulders. Cassidy blinked, hoping to see Aria follow her. She didn’t. Mia approached the guest house and knocked on the door. Lane opened it and Cassidy saw the moment that Mia leaned in and kissed them hello right on the mouth, before she walked inside and the door closed behind them both.

Cassidy sat in her window seat, her head on her knees, gazing almost unseeingly outside. Was it spying? It wasn’t. She was just hanging out in her own bedroom, that was all, which just happened to include the guesthouse door in her line of view. There was nothing to see. The door didn’t open again. Eventually, as darkness grew, a light flicked on somewhere inside. Hours passed.
She felt too sad and empty to even cry. The feeling was almost sickness as she imagined what might be happening in there right now. Lane’s mouth on Mia’s. Her hands on their body. A bed that held them both. Cassidy buried her face in her arms. She felt desperate, trapped in her own skin, no idea how to deal with the feelings crashing over her.
Then, almost as if the idea came from outside of her, she reached down and picked up the little leather songbook Lane had given her, cracking open the pages for the first time. The moment she touched pen to paper, the words just flowed.



Chapter Twenty-Three
This was definitely the right thing to do, Lane decided, as Mia kissed them. Her mouth was hot and hungry and Lane remembered what it was like to make out with someone sexy without having to see them at breakfast every morning. Without knowing what they looked like when they were pissed off or sleepy, or what kind of movie made them cry. Without worrying about whether they succeeded in their dreams or if they ever really saw you back.
Hooking up with Mia was easy. Lane knew they’d both get their itches scratched, so to speak, then go back to their lives unchanged and unscathed, no different than they’d been before they’d slept together. Which was what they both wanted, when it came down to it. This was their comfort zone, after all, casual and no strings attached. Really, they should hurry this up and get into it.
They kissed Mia harder and she moaned, loudly. Performatively? Lane wasn’t sure, but her tongue was in their mouth so they were pretty sure she was into this. Unbidden, as if she were in the room, Lane heard Cassidy’s ragged gasp, the tiny sounds of heat that escaped her as Lane melted into her body and they jerked back from the kiss.
“Don’t stop now,” Mia panted, and they stared at her. Her dark eyes sparkled and her full lips parted. Mia. Lane kissed her again, trying to lose themselves in the heat of her mouth. Some floodgate opened in their mind, bright and vivid. Cassidy, still a stranger, weeping in their arms over her sister on the stage; Cassidy in a dark alleyway in Nashville, eyes sparkling with adventure; Cassidy on horseback, laughing at Lane for almost announcing they could, one day, maybe love her.
Lane pulled back so fast they almost leaped off the couch. Mia looked startled.
“What’s up?” she asked. Lane tried not to panic. Cassidy was not in this room. Cassidy was living her life, not tied down by Lane’s conflict and confusion. Cassidy hadn’t kissed them in months or even looked at them in any way that made Lane think she thought twice about them or what they’d been together, what they could have been.
“Nothing,” they managed. “Do you think we could maybe take this a little slower?” Was that the right thing to say? Did that make it sound like they wanted to pursue a relationship with Mia? By the startled look on their classmate’s face they wondered if she was worrying the same thing. She frowned, but shrugged.
“Sure,” she said. “Want to watch a show or something?” Lane got up and switched on a lamp, chasing the memories back into the shadows. They flicked on the TV and the two of them hung out, Lane’s eyes on the screen, but their thoughts thoroughly elsewhere.

It was a weird week. Savannah was slowly back in the world - Lane had even heard her humming in the kitchen as she cuddled Emmeline close - and the entire household was breathing a sigh of relief. Cassidy, though, seemed somewhat withdrawn, avoiding their eye contact, leaving every room they were in, so obviously that Lane almost confronted her about it. In the end, they didn’t, reminding themself it was none of their business. Cassidy was none of their business.
Mia texted. Actually, Mia texted a lot. Some of it words, some of it selfies, the kind that were a tease for what they both assumed would be the real event that weekend. After a few days of Cassidy ignoring them and Lane lecturing themself about not getting hung up on the past, they’d asked Mia if she wanted to hang out at their place again. She did. This time, Lane was adamant they’d get past whatever was tripping them up. It was just sex, for crying out loud.
That Saturday was bright and warm. Mia arrived and for a moment Lane considered taking her directly to bed, like sex was a bandaid you could rip off. They found themself hesitating yet again; even they had to acknowledge that maybe wasn’t the right headspace to be in.
“Want to grab a swim?” they asked instead and Mia ducked into the bedroom to change, coming back out in her bikini, her flirtatious eyes daring Lane to look away. “I’m just gonna make us some drinks. And…some snacks,” they added, still feeling like they wanted some space. Mia flicked her eyes down over them.
“Don’t take too long.” She smiled, and wandered outside to the pool.
Lane pulled out a bottle of vodka and began cutting up some limes on the kitchen bench.
“Oh!” They heard Mia’s voice drifting in through the open window from the pool yard. “I didn’t realize you were here.” Her voice didn’t sound exactly pleased.
“I mean, I live here,” they heard Cassidy’s voice reply. Lane went still. This wasn’t an ideal situation. “I didn’t know you were here either.” Her voice was flat.
“Oh? I’m here with Lane.” Lane could hear the trace of smugness in Mia’s tone, even without seeing her face. “On a date.”
There was a silence for a moment and Lane felt stuck. Should they go out there and smooth this over? What in the hell would that look like?
“I guess you’d like me to go then,” Cassidy said slowly. “Don’t want to be a third wheel.”
“No, that would be a bit weird,” Mia agreed. “Don’t worry, we won’t be in the pool long.” The insinuation in her voice was clear. “You know what it’s like, when you first start seeing someone.”
“Is that what you’re doing?” Cassidy’s tone got slightly high. “Dating Lane?”
“Honestly?” Mia mused. “I’m not sure if we’re going to date. We’re definitely about to start having a ton of sex though.”
Lane dropped the knife on the cutting board.
“Is that all you want from them? Sex?” There was some kind of warning note in Cassidy’s otherwise calm tone.
“What else?”
“I don’t know, Mia, you tell me. Just seems like Lane is worth a little more than that.”
“Why are you always acting like some kind of jealous girlfriend around them?” Mia snipped.
“Because I am one!” Cassidy cried. “I mean… I’m not their girlfriend,” she amended. “But I am jealous. I’m jealous they’re wasting their time on just sex with you when I want… more.”
Lane’s eyes went wide.
“Oh wow, wasting their time on me.” Mia matched her sharp tone. “Please. Coming from you? Aren’t you, like, literally a straight girl?”
“How is that remotely your business?” Cassidy’s voice got even tighter.
“It’s my business because every time I’m here with Lane, you’re here too. Like you’re kind of all over them. So to me, it’s relevant as fuck if you’re actually queer.”
Lane stood frozen. Their brain had jammed still on Cassidy being jealous, but now it jarred back to life at the idea of the girl they knew being forced to defend her sexuality, way before they knew she would ever be comfortable.
“I like masculine people,” Cassie said, her voice perfectly calm. “I don’t care how they identify.”
A flood of warmth hit Lane’s chest as Cassidy stepped all the way out of the closet without so much as a flinch. But she wasn’t finished.
“The thing is, it doesn’t fucking matter either way. Lane is fucking sexy because they’re Lane.” Inside the guest house, Lane’s heart started to pound. For a moment, there was silence. When Cassie spoke again, her voice had lost the heated note, becoming tremulous like she was on the verge of tears. “And because they’re funny and patient and thoughtful and loyal and probably the best person I’ve ever met. So yeah, Mia, I am jealous, because I swear to god you don’t see them the way I see them.”
“How would you even know how I see them?” Mia’s voice had an edge and Lane realised they could not fucking stand there doing nothing for a second longer.
“Uh…hey…” they said, as they tumbled into the pool yard, feeling slightly short of breath. Both women turned to stare at them, Mia frowning hard, Cassidy flushed pink with tears. “I, um…” Lane’s eyes skittered from one to the other. “Mia, can we… um, can you come back inside?”
Cassidy froze still and Lane could not take their eyes off her. They’d never seen her look so miserable.
“Sure,” Mia said. Her eyes flicked from Lane and then to Cassidy, where they settled in a quick blazing stare that Lane could not interpret. They didn’t miss the extra sway Mia put into her hips though, as she turned her back on Cassidy and walked across the warm stone tiles to Lane, or the hand she placed low on the bare skin of their back as she all but pushed Lane back through the door, closing it behind her.
“Um,” Lane started. They looked down at their bare feet and then up again. They did not know how to say the thing they really needed to say. Mia just huffed. Then, a small smile hit her lips.
“It’s okay, Lane,” she told them. “I’m leaving. It’s pretty fucking clear what I’ve walked into here.”
“Shit. Mia… I’m sorry,” Lane managed, but Mia was already grabbing her bag, not even bothering to get changed from her bathing suit.
“I mean, yeah,” Mia agreed, “you should be fucking sorry. I’m a human being, not a distraction just because you can’t get your shit together.”
“Fuck.” Lane’s shoulders scrunched almost to their ears. “I wasn’t…” They paused. They met her big brown eyes and reached out to grab her hand. “You’re right. You definitely deserve better. So much better.”
Mia squeezed their hand back and sighed as she dropped it.
“Listen,” she said. “That girl-” she jerked her head toward the pool yard, “she’s right. I’m not in love with you or anything, so you can calm down.” She rolled her eyes. “But maybe you should stop jerking around with her, too?” Her tone was pointed. “Pretty sure she was three seconds away from drowning me in the pool.” With that, her eyes sparkled, and she gave Lane a kiss, on the cheek this time. She raised her hand and tapped her pointer finger. “Firstly, go fuck yourself. Secondly,” she tapped her second finger, “go get your fucking girl.”
Then she was gone. Lane waited barely a polite second to let her leave, then bolted out the front door.
Cassidy had disappeared. Her pool lounger lay abandoned under the mid-afternoon sun and there was no one in sight. Lane swore. They jogged across the pool yard and opened the gate, looking left and right for her. They looked frantically up at the main house but quickly discounted it. They knew exactly where Cassidy would go if she was upset.
“Cassidy, wait!” Lane caught sight of her, already halfway down the lawn. She looked small, still in her bright red bikini, even though she was clearly on her way to go and cry on a horse. Cassidy didn’t pause for even a second. “Cassie,” Lane tried again, but Cassidy only sped up. She was almost at the back gate by the time Lane caught up to her. They grabbed her wrist to stop her and she whirled around.
“No, Lane!” she all but yelled. Her face was flushed with emotion, her tone half anger, half misery. She took a deep breath, and with great care, lowered her voice. “Go back to your new girlfriend,” she said quietly, her voice cracking. “I don’t need a consolation speech,” she told them, glaring through her tears.
“Cass-”
“Listen, this is humiliating enough as it is,” Cassie sniffled, jerking back again as Lane tried once again to reach for her. “Like how many different ways do I need to hear it, before I fucking get it?” She clapped her hand across her eyes.
“Cassie-”
“Oh my god, Lane!” Her hand dropped and her eyes blazed. “I’m telling you, I don’t want to talk about it! You’ve made your choice,” she cut her eyes derisively toward the guest house, her gaze crackling with fire.
“You’re right,” Lane finally managed to interject. “I have.” They caught her hand, slipping their fingers through hers. Cassidy looked outraged and tried to pull back. Lane didn’t let go. She shook them loose and Lane stepped in closer. They gazed at her, the girl they could never get out of their head, finally almost in their reach. Cassidy’s glare faltered as Lane refused to step back, confusion flickering in her eyes. “I’ve made my choice,” Lane repeated, heart racing, reaching out tentative fingers to tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. Oh shit, she was so soft.
Cassidy jolted at the touch, her lips parting.
“What are you doing?” Her voice was low. Lane saw the fine quiver in her body as she struggled to keep it together. It felt a little like approaching a frightened alley cat. Lane slowly reached out, stroking her fingers again, taking her hand.
“I know who I want,” they told her. They’d never felt more sure or more vulnerable in their entire life. “If you… if you still want-” Lane swallowed, their mouth going dry.
Cassidy made a strange gulping sound. She seemed frozen, her eyes wide. With a sudden jerking motion she stepped in, pressing her hot face into their bare chest, just beneath their chin.
“I…why?” she managed, her voice ragged. “Why now? I don’t…” She swallowed. “Why?”
“Because I just…fucking like you, so damn much.” Lane spluttered out a small laugh over the ache in their chest. They carefully wrapped their arms around Cassidy. Had they ever hugged? Even once? Lane was pretty sure they hadn’t, because if they’d ever felt this feeling, they would never
have been able to let her go.
Cassidy didn’t seem to know what to do. She stayed pressed into their chest without moving, until slowly her hands came up. One rested almost experimentally on Lane’s upper chest. The other wrapped around their waist, her grip featherlight at first, then clutching almost painfully tight. Lane’s entire body flooded with warmth and they had to scrunch their eyes tight against the intensity of the emotion, slightly afraid they might be about to cry. When they opened their eyes again, on the blazing cobalt of the sky and the deep jade of the grass, they couldn’t stop smiling.
It was a while before they could trust themselves to speak. Lane took a breath. They looked down. They could only really see the top of Cassidy’s head, her face still pressed into their chest.
“Cassidy?” they asked after a moment.
“Mm?”
“Are you planning on coming out of there anytime soon?”
“No,” she said into their skin, her voice slightly muffled. “I’m scared if I let go of you, you’re going to disappear and this won’t be real.”
“Okay.” Lane kept holding her. Another minute passed. “I don’t want to rush you or anything,” they said after a while, “but I’ve been wanting to kiss you for months-”
Cassidy kissed them.
Lane kissed her back. They kissed each other for a long time under the warm sun, Lane sliding their fingers into her hair, Cassidy’s hands flat on their chest, Lane remembering the shape of her and how she tasted, their breath becoming shorter and shorter until Lane was gasping. They pulled back and looked at her. Her blue eyes were hazy but somehow serious, her lips bitten pink and soft.
“Do you-” they started and stopped. “It’s okay if you want to like, go slow-”
“Lane, no!” Cassidy sounded horrified. “Please be joking right now,” she breathed, her eyes wide and Lane grinned.
“You’re saying you would be okay with me inviting you in right now?” they confirmed.
Cassidy looked a little wild.
“I swear to god if you aren’t offering to take me to bed right now, after all this time-”
“I’m not sure we’re going to make it to bed,” Lane told her and heard her breath escape sharply from behind them as they took her hand and pulled her urgently up over the lawn, the two of them breaking into a run as they skirted the pool yard.
“Lane,” she admonished as it took them two goes to open their own front door, before tugging her in with them and kicking it closed, already pressing her up against the wall, their kisses hot and hungry.
Cassidy clutched at their body, those sounds already escaping her when suddenly she pulled back and looked at them.
“Please don’t toy with me anymore,” she whispered. “I’m not your plaything.”
Lane stared at her, past regret slamming up against a new determination to make everything up to Cassidy and more.
“Cassie,” they said softly. “I promise I’m not going to stop this time. Not unless you tell me to.”
Cassidy all but melted against them, her eyes dark and imploring. Lane managed to move them about three feet before their eyes met again and Cassidy’s back hit the other wall, Lane licking into her mouth, Cassidy gasping and pulling them into her body. As she writhed against them, they couldn’t resist a single second longer from tugging the strings of her bikini top undone.
“Oh, fuck.” The body that had been tormenting Lane’s mind for so long was even sexier than their memory had done justice and Cassidy was already moaning as Lane pressed her back, needing to get their mouth on her like they couldn’t believe. She cried out and Lane felt their body clench hard at how sensitive she was, listening to her moans become ragged as they lightly ran their tongue over her fiercely hard nipples.
“Lane,” she gasped, sounding desperate, but Lane couldn’t bring themself to stop just yet, not while every lick and suck and scrape of their teeth ratcheted her higher and higher. “Lane, please.” Her voice was thin, her hips pressing hard against their body and Lane, barely believing this was their real life, took hold of the little red tie on her hip that held her bikini bottoms and tugged it loose.
Their eyes met hers as the scrap of fabric hit the floor. Cassidy was almost hyperventilating, her whole body bare and exposed, her eyes begging. They were still in the damn hallway. There was not a chance Lane could stop now. They slid to their knees. Cassidy gasped. Lane almost stopped breathing at the sight before them. Cassidy was entirely bare, just a tiny tease of blonde hair as if to mark the way. Lane groaned and pressed their face in to kiss her just above it and she quivered, her legs trembling.
“Wait.” Her fingers found their chin, stopping them. “Believe me when I say I want you to do that so badly,” her voice was shaking, “but the first time…” her words petered out, “I want you here. Holding me.”
Lane stood up and kissed her, something squeezing hard in their chest.
“I’ve got you,” they whispered, pressing back in against her, their hand slowly drifting down her body, feeling her tremble harder as they softly slipped between her thighs. Cassidy choked, her head snapping back as Lane’s fingers stroked over achingly soft skin, burning hot and immensely wet. “Oh fuck, Cassie, you feel so good.” Cassidy whimpered, the sound almost a whine of need. Lane stroked her again. “You’re dripping,” they whispered in awe, their fingers slowly slipping in wet heat to explore.
“I like it soft,” Cassidy breathed, whisper-quiet against their lips. “And in circles.” Lane groaned. They remembered telling her to touch herself for them, and knowing she did exactly what they asked made them throb so hard they wondered if it was possible to come just from touching someone else. They followed her instruction, slipping their fingers around and around her soft wet lips and tiny tight bud, listening to the gasps and cries as they worked her higher.
“Can I go inside?” they whispered, and she whimpered, nodding fast, her head snapping back again as Lane slipped two fingers just inside. Her moans deepened as they gently pushed all the way inside her body before slowly curling their fingers back and forth in her molten heat. Two fingers felt snug and Lane groaned at the sensation. Her hips bucked against them and Lane braced their feet for balance as their left hand snaked down between their bodies, their fingers flat across her pubic bone so their thumb could softly circle her needy clit as their other hand began to firmly fuck her.
“Lane-” Cassidy sounded almost panicked and Lane met her eyes. Her hips were rolling faster against their fingers and her lips were parted, her pupils dilated and her back arching against the wall. The look in her eyes - wild with desire, desperate for release - was so sexy Lane felt themself spasm in what felt like the precursor to an orgasm themself.
“I’ve got you.” They watched her face, the rapid flicker of her eyelashes as the heat overwhelmed her. “I’m gonna hold you while you come,” they promised. Cassidy’s eyes flashed on their face for just a second of pure excruciated heat before they scrunched tightly closed. She thrashed hard against their body, Lane not letting up the gentle swirl of their left hand or the hard push of their right as she cried out and rode their fingers deeper, clenching tight around them, her whole body shaking and her cries ragged.
“Lane,” she gasped, as her hips slowed, then her head fell back and her mouth dropped open as her muscles squeezed tightly again, aftershocks making her tremble. “Oh god-”
Lane kissed her, waiting for the spasms to die down before they slowly dragged their fingers out from her body, a hungry delight filling them at her sharp gasp of protest at the loss. She was limp against their body, her thighs still trembling as Lane all but held her up.
“That,” they breathed into her neck, inhaling her scent, “was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. God, Cassidy, you know I’m going to need to make you do that again and again and again.”
Cassidy’s breath hitched.
“I’m not sure I’d survive that,” she said softly. They pulled back to look at her. Her eyes were sparkling. “Though if you give me a minute, and maybe a fucking bed Lane, I’m willing to try.” They grinned and kissed her. They took her hand to lead the way.



Chapter Twenty-Four
They were barely in the bedroom's door when Cassidy turned and kissed them. She was perfectly naked, her skin hot as she pressed against them and Lane groaned.
“God,” she murmured, this time pushing them against the wall, her lips against their throat. “I can’t believe what you just did to me.” Her voice hitched, her lips against their chest now. “I’m even more mad about all the times you worked me up then turned me loose.” There was a smile in her voice and Lane’s teeth sunk into their bottom lip as she bit their nipple.
“If it helps,” they managed, their voice slightly husky, hitching as her teeth scraped by them again, “I suffered, too.”
“Mm. Did you?” Cassidy pulled back to examine them, her eyes both dark and interested. Her thumbs were sliding back and forth over their abs, then their lower abs, and Lane felt like they were going to come out of their own skin.
“Yeah,” their voice hitched into a gasp as her fingers slipped just inside the waistband of their swim shorts.
“Lane,” she murmured. “Show me how to make you feel good.” Her eyes were both vulnerable and hungry and Lane swallowed hard. “Please,” she murmured, “right now.” Lane felt hazy, drinking her in and she bit her lip deliberately, gazing at them from under her lashes. “Are you going to make me beg?” she said plaintively and Lane felt the throb she was very wilfully inducing.
Watching her face, they took her hand and helped her slip it inside their shorts, guiding her to where they desperately needed her. Cassidy gasped, her eyes going wide, her teeth sinking into her lip again.
“How do you like to be touched?” she whispered and Lane shivered.
“Just like, back and forth,” they managed, their voice a little shaky. “Kinda firm.”
Cassidy did what they’d asked, and Lane sucked in a sharp breath.
“Like that?” she murmured, and they nodded fast. The angle was slightly awkward with the waistband of their pants trapping her forearm, but she watched their face attentively, her fingers moving in a ceaseless rhythm, an eager student.
They watched her too, hungrily. She noticed and arched her back, adding an unnecessary thrust to her movements so her breasts bounced just a little with every forward motion. Lane moaned as they watched her spur them on with her body.
“God, Lane,” she whispered, “I like this so much.” Her expression was awed, her breath hitching with desire. “Can I take your shorts off?”
“Not yet,” they managed as her fingers drove them higher. “I like watching you struggle.”
Her breath escaped in a gasp, her eyes flashing with heat. She leaned in and bit their pec again, her tongue lavishing their nipple and Lane began to spasm. She felt it and pulled back again, rocking her hips up in little bursts as she moved her fingers, exaggerating her struggle and arching back for them as she tilted her body up toward them.
“Oh fuck, Cassie.” They could barely breathe and she watched through her lashes as Lane’s hips moved in hungry jerks as sensation overwhelmed them in ferocious hot waves and they came desperately hard against her hand. Cassidy kissed them as they gasped and when Lane opened their eyes, somehow they’d both slid to the ground, like no one’s legs could hold them up any longer against the onslaught of pleasure.
Cassidy started laughing from underneath them on the floor.
“We almost made it to bed.” She twisted her head slightly and when Lane followed her line of sight they saw the bed, less than a foot from their heads. They chuckled shakily and kissed her deeply before extricating themself.
They pulled themself up and helped her to her feet, before they scooped her up in their arms and carried her romantically, impressively, for precisely one step before dropping her onto the bed with a rough bounce. She squealed and grabbed for them, missing and they grinned down at her then pressed her soft body into the covers with their kiss.
When she stopped laughing, she sighed at the weight of their body on top of her, her hands running from their shoulders down to their hips and back again.
“You feel so good,” she whispered. Lane pulled back and aside, just enough to see her pretty face, stroking her hair back, disbelief flooding them that Cassidy actually was here, in their bed, right where they’d always secretly wanted her. “You know you’re the first person to ever make me come?” she murmured, her lashes low, her blue eyes dreamy. “I’m a little bit concerned I might get addicted to it.”
“Yeah,” said Lane, “I mean, I don’t know how I’d cope,” they told her, sliding their hand down over the delicious curve of her ass, “if you started wanting to get fucked all the time.” They pulled her harder against their body as her breath caught.
“As I remember it, you promised to make me come for hours,” Cassidy’s voice hitched, “and that was months ago.” Lane smiled at her attempt at an indignant tone. It was ruined by the little cry she let out as Lane bent their head and tugged her nipple gently between their lips, running their tongue around it, feeling it jump up hard in response.
“You know what I’ve been wanting for months?” they pulled back and asked. She shook her head, her breath a little short and Lane let their hand wander down her body to stroke just one finger along the tiny tease of hair. They looked her in the eye. “To taste you.”
Cassidy whimpered.
“I think about it all the time.” Lane’s finger stroked again. “Like, all the time. Basically every time I see you,” they confessed. “Ever since you told me you’ve never been kissed there…it’s always made me want to lick you for hours.” A ragged sound escaped her and Lane raised an eyebrow. “Is that a yes?” they teased and Cassidy tried hard to glare.
Lane didn’t move though, instead kissing her throat, toying mercilessly with her nipples and running light fingers over her ass until Cassidy looked like she was about to come out of her skin.
“Is this you wanting me to beg?” she gasped finally. “Because I’m there. Please.”
Lane smirked at her.
“This is all it takes for you to grow manners, huh?”
“Lane, I swear to god-”
Cassidy’s voice cut out entirely as Lane slipped down her body and pressed between her thighs. Deliberately, they moved in close and breathed her in, before taking one soft slow lick.
“Oh
god.” Cassidy’s voice shook. Lane licked her again, lingeringly. “Ohhh,” she breathed, like a revelation as they swirled their tongue softly against her. They pulled back to see her lying back, face flushed, lips parted, arms flung above her head, her blue eyes slightly glazed.
“Try not to come too quickly?” Lane murmured. “You taste so good, I’m going to want to lick you all night.”
Cassidy whimpered and Lane slipped their tongue against her, soft and insistent. The request not to come was a psych out and they knew it; Cassidy’s thighs were already trembling. They also knew how often girls tensed up when you went down on them, worrying they were taking too long, worrying you weren’t loving every second of it. There was no way they were letting Cassidy feel any of that. Besides, it wasn’t a lie. Going down on Cassidy was their wettest of wet dreams.
Every moment of it lived up to Lane’s fantasies and beyond. The little sounds of shocked pleasure she made, the fast press of her hips as she lost herself in sensation, the tremble of her body as she came helplessly hard against Lane’s mouth first in silence and then loudly. Lane liked girls a lot; Lane had had plenty of girls. But Cassidy’s thighs clamping tightly around their head as she got Lane’s whole damn face wet was hands down the hottest experience of their life.
When she stopped shuddering, Lane nuzzled their face into her abdomen, using her body to wipe off some of the wetness and she literally giggled, a sound Lane had never heard come out of her mouth before. They kissed her deliberately with her own taste on their tongue and she grabbed them close and wouldn’t let go, her legs still trembling.
They lay in the sheets together, making out for a long time. Then, Lane’s phone sounded from somewhere in the living room.
“Don’t you dare.” Cassidy grabbed them tight and Lane smirked, kissed her, and slipped from her arms. They silenced the phone and came back into the bedroom, looking down at Cassidy. She looked incredibly beautiful, her lips kiss-swollen, her hair mussed, her cheeks flushed.
“So the thing is-”
“Do not say work, Lane-” she interrupted quickly.
“I have to go to work.”
Cassidy groaned, and they sat down on the covers next to her, leaning in to kiss her warm throat.
“Wait,” she said, wriggling out of reach, “how was that supposed to work with your date with Mia?” She shot them a look.
“I guess I maybe kind of wanted a back out plan,” they admitted with a trace of shame. They knew they had some making up to do there.
Cassidy shook her head at them but her eyes had gotten soft.
“You were cutting things really fine there,” she observed after a moment, reaching up and running her fingers through their hair. “If that alarm had gone off fifteen minutes ago…I would literally have died. Or,” she mused, “had you murdered.”
Lane grinned.
“If that alarm went off fifteen minutes ago you wouldn’t have even noticed,” they said with a trace of smugness and she rolled her eyes and smiled. Her face was more relaxed than they’d ever seen her look before and her eyelids looked heavy. “I’m only going for two hours,” they told her. “Brynn and Savannah are aiming for some kind of romantic at home dinner, since it’s too hard to go out right now. You should stay. I mean, if you want.”
“If you mean, do I want you to come back and finish what you started,” Cassidy raised her eyebrows, “the answer is yes.”
“Well,” said Lane, kissing her quickly and standing back up. “Get some rest then. You’ll need it.”
She was asleep by the time they got out of the shower.

“Hey,” Lane greeted Brynn as they slid the door to the main house open and found her and Tucker in the living room, watching on as Tucker played Mario Kart. She looked up.
“Hey!” she said, with a wide smile, her eyes extra bright. Lane smiled back. She was obviously happy to be getting some alone time with her wife. Savannah tripped into the room, looking bright and beautiful, like she was headed out to an actual restaurant and not just to their own balcony upstairs.
“Lane,” she said, her brow furrowing. “Do you know where Cassidy is? I haven’t seen her all afternoon and she’s not answering her phone.”
Lane concentrated very fucking hard on looking nonchalant.
“She’s fine,” they assured her. “She’s been hanging out at my place.”
“Oh!” Savannah looked relieved. “Is she back now?”
“Um,” Lane took a breath, “no. She’s actually asleep, I think.”
“Seriously?” Savannah said, her perfectly sculpted eyebrows raising. “Is she annoying you being over there?”
“No,” Lane just about managed. “She’s fine.”
“Honestly, would it kill her to answer her phone though?” Savannah said with a sigh. “I don’t know what I bothered to give her one for otherwise.”
“I mean, I actually don’t think she had it on her,” Lane remembered. “She came over from the pool, like, in her swimsuit.”
“Aren’t girls her age usually attached to their damn phones? She didn’t think to go check it even once, for hours? I thought she was dead.” Savannah rolled her eyes. Brynn had been watching the exchange with intense amusement.
“Honey,” she said now. “Lane is about to pass out.”
“What?” Savannah looked at them with concern. “What’s wrong?”
“Do you need a recap?” Brynn said, her eyes sparkling with held-back laughter. “Your sister went over to Lane’s place a couple of hours ago in nothing but a bikini. She’s currently passed out in their bed and you’re quizzing Lane about what she’s been up to for all the time in between?”
Lane nearly died. Like actually. Savannah looked at them closely and Lane screwed their eyes tightly shut, unable to deal with the scrutiny. When they opened them again, Savannah was nodding slowly. And she didn’t stop. It was like her head was on a spring.
“Oh,” she said, still nodding. “Right…”
Then Emmeline started to cry from the next room and she looked at Lane for another beat then turned to go and soothe her child.
“Shit!” Lane looked at Brynn, feeling panicked. “Is she going to murder me? Fire me?”
Brynn shook her head, grinning.
“I’m pretty sure she’s in there practicing that whole ‘if you hurt them I’ll hunt you down’ speech,” she told them.
“I won’t hurt her,” Lane said tightly, adamant, and Brynn laughed out loud.
“The speech is for Cassidy,” she told them. “Oh my god, your face when Savannah asked if she was annoying you,” she cackled. “Priceless.”
“Fuuuck!” Lane slapped their forehead. “Was I obvious?”
“You were when you were making out with her on the front lawn all afternoon, in direct view of the house,” Brynn told them smugly. “I looked out to see what the weather was doing. When I looked again about six hours later, you were still at it.”
“Oh, Jesus.” Lane was pretty sure their face would never return to normal temperature.
“Y’all,” Brynn said, “are cute as fuck.”
“You knew?”
“You forget I have one of my own,” Brynn said with a smile. “I’d know that look in those eyes from a hundred feet away. That girl has been driving herself crazy over you.” Lane looked down, unable to hide the slight undeniable ping of joy at that. “And you.” Brynn smirked. “Oh man, it’s so satisfying seeing you get knocked sideways.”
“Alright.” Lane rolled their eyes, trying their hardest not to grin.
“I’ve never seen you get worked up about anything, let alone a girl,” she continued. “Especially one who can run rings around you.”
“I can hold my own,” Lane protested. Brynn snorted.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. Good luck.”

A couple of hours later, Lane returned home to one hell of a sight. There, in their kitchen, stood Cassidy, her back turned, leaning slightly over the bench polishing off the last of the sweet green grapes Lane had been saving. She was wearing one of Lane’s boxy white t-shirts and, from the extent of the bare skin on show beneath it, absolutely nothing else. Lane’s body went from zero to one-hundred in an instant.
“Hey,” they said, their tone low. Cassidy turned around and their eyes met. She smiled. She was the prettiest girl Lane had ever seen in their life and she was in their house, wearing their clothes.
“Hey,” she replied. Her smile didn’t falter as Lane stayed still, staring at her.
“I like your outfit,” they said eventually, already imagining taking it off her.
Cassidy looked down.
“I’m so going to have to sneak in when I go home,” she said. “All I have to wear is my bikini or your clothes. So that won’t be obvious at all.” She raised her eyebrows.
“What I’m hearing,” Lane took a step towards her, “is that you’re basically trapped inside my house with no clothes.”
She bit her lip, her eyes on them.
“That’s right.”
Lane took another step and she took one sideways, her eyelashes lowering coyly. They watched her hungrily and she dodged past them, backing away through the living room, her bedroom eyes unmistakable as she made them chase her.
Lane followed, letting her stay just one step ahead, catching her just before the back of her knees hit the bed, the two of them falling into the sheets, Cassidy pulling them down on top of her. Their hand was already sliding under the loose t-shirt as they kissed her.
“Fuck,” they swore as their hands found her heated skin and soft curves, rediscovering her body all over again.
“Mm.” Cassidy pulled Lane’s shirt off over their head and tugged at their shorts until they were down to their men’s briefs, white against their tanned skin. “God, you’re so sexy,” she whispered as she ran her fingers down their torso, “I can hardly stand it.”
Lane peeled the t-shirt all the way off her, baring her in one move, their vision feeling slightly fuzzy as they took in her naked body in their bed, Cassidy arching for their touch. Her breathing stuttered as their hands began to roam, their mouth on her breasts.
“Lane,” she whispered as their bodies began to push insistently against each other, “are there other ways you like to have sex?”
“So many.” Lane’s hand was curving around her ass, feeling the way she was starting to ride against their thigh.
“Ways involving…penetration?” She bit her lip and Lane pulled back to look at her.
“You went through my bedside drawers didn’t you?” they accused her, fighting a grin.
“I was looking for lip balm!” she said defensively and Lane laughed. They sat up, leaning on their hand and pulled out the second drawer of their nightstand. The one below the drawer that definitely held lip balm.
“Tell me what you want,” they said and she sat up beside them, leaning in against their body to peer into the drawer, her eyes wide as she surveyed the contents. Again.
“Why is that one shaped like that?” she asked, putting her hand on one of the smaller toys.
“Oh, that one’s meant for anal,” Lane explained. Cassidy jerked her hand back like she’d been burnt.
“Lane!” She lurched backwards, looking shocked and Lane laughed. “Oh my god! I am not doing that with you.”
Lane shrugged, with a small grin.
“We can do whatever you want. And nothing you don’t want,” they reassured her. She was bright pink and still shaking her head. Lane pushed her back down into the sheets. “I think you should probably know though,” they considered her where she lay, “that there is literally no part of your body I don’t think is sexy.”
“That’s such a line.” She rolled her eyes, so Lane picked up her leg and bent it back to drop a soft lingering kiss on the arch of her foot. Her eyes went wide for just a second. “Oh my god,” she squeaked, almost kicking them in the face as she pulled away, making them laugh and dodge.
“Don’t make me lick your armpits because I totally will.”
“Gross, Lane!” She was smiling now and looking faintly less freaked.
“You know, your armpits are super pretty, actually.” They leaned in to neatly pin her arms over her head, gazing down at her and she squealed and thrashed up against them. Suddenly they both stopped laughing as she bucked her body against their hold, grinding up against their pelvis, biting her lip at the sensation. Lane kept her pinned. “You like this,” they observed softly, taking note. Cassidy made a hungry sound of approval as Lane ground back, the flex of their hips unmistakable for what they wanted to do to her. “You still want…?” they asked as she moaned at the movement.
She nodded emphatically.
“You choose,” she amended this time. Lane did. They’d eyed it for her straight away. Not too big, but big enough. Sitting on the side of the bed they tugged off their briefs and heard a little sound of want from Cassidy in the bed behind them. They strapped on the harness and turned to look at her. Her eyes were dark with want.
Lane slicked the cock thoroughly with lubricant and Cassidy nearly put her teeth through her lip as she watched them stroke it.
“I want to see you on top,” they murmured, kneeling above her and she raked her eyes over them, then nodded. They knew she’d look beyond sexy riding them, but being what they knew of her past experience they mostly just wanted her to have total control.
Lane reclined against the pillows, one arm behind their head to watch as Cassidy sat up and moved over to straddle them. She looked down at them as they gripped the cock in their fist to help her guide it and her mouth dropped open as the tip nudged just inside her. Lane didn’t move, and she slowly sank down to sit astride their hips, closing her eyes, a flush of heat moving up her chest and throat.
“Oh,” she moaned softly, her eyes opening on Lane’s face. Lane had never wanted to kiss someone so badly, but they stayed still, letting her adjust. Their hands reached up and caressed over the shape of her waist and she began to move. At first it was a soft roll of her hips. Then it grew faster, Cassidy grinding down on the cock inside her, the rippled base of the dildo causing incredible sensation to Lane as she moved.
“God, Cassidy,” they ground out, as sparks of pleasure pushed up and through their body. “You’re so pretty like this.” They began to thrust up in short, hungry motions and she cried out, arching her back in pleasure. Lane reached down and used their thumb to softly nudge her clit as they ground into each other and didn’t let up, watching her eyes get desperate as she rode them ferociously, chasing every sensation. Then her head tipped back, her mouth dropping open in what looked like shock as she cried out so loudly Lane was relieved the rest of the household was tucked up inside the main house, her hips thrashing, coming ferociously hard on top of them.
“Good?” Lane asked with a smirk and Cassidy gasped out a tiny laugh before rising on her knees and collapsing down beside them on the pillow.
“Good,” she agreed breathlessly, pulling Lane in to kiss. “So good,” she paused as her panting settled. “It kind of looked like it was starting to feel pretty good for you, too?” she looked at them in askance.
“Yeah,” Lane said. “There’s, uh, friction there, when you ride me like that.”
Cassidy slid her hand down between their bodies and gripped hold of the cock, pressing it back against them and moving it slightly. Lane drew in a sharp breath and Cassidy’s gaze turned hungry, watching their arousal rocket as she slowly worked them up.
“What if,” she started, then pushed them onto their back, sitting up beside them. She gripped the cock again. “Would this feel good for you?” She pressed it firmly against their body and this time she leaned down and gently swirled her tongue around the top of it. Lane nearly blacked out. “Yeah?” she murmured, her eyes dark as she saw them respond.
“Mmhm,” Lane croaked, and Cassidy smiled. She proceeded to use the base of the dildo to masturbate them, while taking the head of the cock into her mouth, her blue eyes flicking up to watch their face as her head bobbed, occasionally drawing back to lick the tip luxuriously. Lane couldn’t even cope, the heat of the visual, the friction of her touch, the pure sex in Cassidy’s eyes; their orgasm crashed through them so powerfully it was almost painful.
Cassidy sat back, her eyes incredibly smug, and watched them pant, staring up at her with wide eyes.
“Oh, you liked that,” she smiled with obvious pride.
“Y-yeah,” they stuttered, feeling almost deranged from the pleasure they’d just experienced.
They lay in each other’s arms, Cassie’s fingers trailing slowly up and down their chest and Lane’s heart couldn’t seem to slow down. Cassidy tilted her head up to consider them, and Lane couldn’t stop from kissing her again if they’d tried. Cassidy kissed them back, then pulled just out of reach.
“I don’t want you to date Mia,” she said plainly, and Lane almost laughed.
“Uh, yeah, I got that bit,” they reassured her. Cassidy didn’t smile though; she looked deadly serious.
“I don’t want you to date anyone,” she reiterated, propping her chin on her elbow to examine them. “Just… me.”
“Cass.” They reached up and cupped her jaw. “Do you remember when you kissed a bartender that time?”
Cassie smirked.
“I do,” she poked them in the chest. “You’d prefer me not to fuck other people,” she mused.
“Well, yeah,” Lane rolled their eyes, trying not to glare at the thought, even as they pulled her a little closer. Cassidy laughed. Then she took a deep breath and got to where she’d clearly been going.
“I think,” she said lightly, as if she wasn’t deeply invested in the answer, “that what you want… is to be my… boyfriend?” She paused over the word, her eyes on Lane’s face.
Lane’s fingers twitched as they pulled her in, tighter again, a small flame of want that had been kindling in their chest since the night Cassidy had first used that word about them, bursting into light.
“Yeah,” they said softly. “I kinda do want that.”
They felt Cassidy smile into their kiss.
“Well,” she said. “I’ll consider it.”
Lane felt warm all the way through their body.
“That’s all I ask,” they said, kissing her again and then again. They felt a weird urge to cry again, even as they couldn’t stop smiling against her mouth. They ran their hand down their body to her pubic bone. “So this haircut,” they said, changing the subject. Cassidy laughed, even as she shivered at the stroke of their fingers.
“When Coral takes you for a makeover, she really takes you for a makeover.”
“Coral really has ruined my whole life,” Lane reflected, as they slipped down her body to worship her all over again.



Chapter Twenty-Five
That morning, Savannah awoke feeling like herself again. Emmeline had been up and down in the night, since that’s what eight-week-old babies did, but rather than alone and desperate like she’d been with Tucker, Brynn was still there to share it with her. Her wife, just as tired as she was, would kiss her cheek when they both jolted alert to the cry from the crib, then press her back down to the pillow, getting up to soothe their daughter, change her diaper, bringing her in for Savannah to feed then gently return her to sleep.
Somehow, despite the exhaustion, the intense cold fear that had gripped her by the throat was subsiding. She could do this. They could both do this. It would be a tricky year having an infant again, but she could finally, truly remember that it was just a year of what would be their whole lives together. She could see the love in Brynn’s eyes as she gazed steadily at Savannah, and at Emmeline, the tiny new life they’d conceived of together.
Now she watched as her wife slept beside her, her long dark hair scooped up in the messy knot shared by mothers everywhere, her shoulders sun-kissed beneath her tank top, and a deep peace flooded her body. She knew she’d finally chosen well, the person she’d always want by her side.
A small squawk emanated from the crib and Brynn stirred. This time, Savannah dropped a kiss on the warm nape of her neck.
“I’ve got it,” she murmured. She slipped out of bed and scooped her daughter from the cot. Emmeline fussed and Savannah crossed the room to sit in the window seat, pulling the baby to her breast, quietening her cries. She looked down at her daughter, the perfect curve of her cheek, the soft peach fuzz of her hair, the tiny shell of her ear. “Hi baby,” she whispered, her heart cracking open with love.
She tugged back the curtain, just enough to gaze out at the peaceful green of the world outside, the gentle purple gold of the sky as the sun rose. She glimpsed a figure sneaking across the lawn, her sister with wild mussed hair and in what were unmistakably Lane’s clothes, darting into the house at dawn. She shook her head and found herself smiling.
By the time she made her way to Sunday breakfast, Lane was sitting at the table in the early morning sun, sipping on a coffee. Their shoulders went stiff when they saw her.
“Morning,” they said hesitantly, eyeing her carefully, trying to gauge her mood. Savannah gave them a long stare, just to see them squirm.
“Morning,” she relented, her face splitting into a huge smile. Lane looked relieved, their cheeks going bright pink, before they focussed on loading their plate with breakfast with the concentration a surgeon might require. Brynn arrived, Tucker jumping excitedly at her heels. He leaped onto her lap for a snuggle, chattering about his dreams and Savannah breathed in his little boy scent before he wriggled away and splashed milk everywhere as he poured it on his cereal.
“Morning.” Cassidy arrived, back in her own clothes, her hair neat and washed, her face fresh and as innocent as pie. Savannah watched as Lane simultaneously lit up and went still, greeting her like the rest of the table then trying extremely hard to keep their eyes on their toast. She watched her sister watch Lane and roll her eyes. She slipped onto the bench next to them, sitting close. Lane struggled on, trying to act normal for another thirty seconds. Then they slipped an arm around her waist and squeezed her tight. Cassidy glowed.
Savannah and Brynn met each other’s eyes, something sweet passing between them. Then Savannah cleared her throat, making everyone look up.
“Cassidy,” she said sternly. “If you hurt them, I’ll hunt you down.” Cassidy blinked. Lane looked wide-eyed. “Lane,” she added, “if you hurt her, I’ll hunt you down.” They both stared at her. Then her face cracked into a smile so big it hurt. “I’m just kidding. I love you both.” Their exhalations of relief only made her smile wider and she couldn’t tell which one of them seemed happier to feel her approval. God, what a change from the sister who’d arrived only a few months ago.
The rest of breakfast went on as normal, except that Lane looked happier than Savannah had ever seen them and Cassidy looked brighter than the sun. Savannah would never in a thousand years have picked it, though in hindsight she could finally see how obvious the whole thing had been. They were so cute, Cassidy clearly playing footsie and Lane both wildly uncomfortable and obviously smitten.
The day grew hot and everyone ended up in the pool, Savannah gently swirling her tiny daughter in the water with them, Lane and Brynn water-fighting with Tucker, Cassidy floating dreamily. It felt like the kind of day where everything was magical, where everything glowed and Savannah felt finally, like she’d made it, that this, right now, was the moment that her whole life had been leading up to.
Eventually they all tired of the water and she and Brynn brought the kids inside while her sister and Lane lazed on beach loungers under the shade. She and her wife had only just changed back into clothes, wrangled the kids and headed back downstairs when the gate buzzer sounded and Annabelle answered the intercom. She walked into the room, an odd expression on her face making Savannah come all the way alert.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Your parents are here,” she told her slowly. Annabelle had worked for Savannah for a long time. She knew there was a reason no family visited. “What would you like me to tell them?”
Savannah took a deep breath, looking at Brynn, then her children, Tucker playing cars and Emmeline asleep in her buggy.
“You can let them in,” she said. “But then would you mind taking the kids down the hall with you?” She made one more request, quietly, and Annabelle nodded calmly, as always taking everything in her stride.
“Honey.” Brynn crossed the room and took her hand. She didn’t have to say anything else. Savannah knew her wife was firmly by her side.
A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door. Savannah steeled herself and went to open it. On the other side stood her mother, more than a decade older than Savannah had last seen her. Her blonde hair was streaked with gray and the lines around her blue-gray eyes had deepened. For the woman who’d birthed and raised her, she seemed impossibly small all of a sudden. Beside her stood her step-father, still looming large despite his hair graying, those big arms and huge hands as capable as ever of causing harm. Savannah forced herself not to step back.
“Hello,” she said calmly. “Please come in.” This was her home, she reminded herself. Her life, her family, her success, her world. She was not seventeen and terrified, or twenty-five and fighting shame. Wordlessly, her parents followed her through to the living room. “This is my wife, Brynn,” she said evenly, looking at the tall, beautiful, loyal woman she’d married. “My mom, Bethany, and my step-father, Randy.”
“Nice to meet you,” Brynn said politely, but she knew better than to reach out a hand to shake. Savannah gestured toward the couches and her parents sat on one, she and Brynn on the other, facing them down together.
“Where’s my daughter?” Randy asked without preamble. “I know you know where she is.” Savannah forced herself not to look out toward the pool yard.
“She’s here,” she said calmly. “And she’s safe and well.”
“I think that’s debatable, don’t you?” Randy’s voice was hard. Savannah silently prayed that Cassidy and Lane either stayed put, or had headed back into the guesthouse together.
“No,” she said quietly. “She’s good. And she’s happy. Is there something you want, specifically?”
Her mother interjected, her hand on Randy’s arm. Savannah could see her silently beseeching him not to do what Randy always did.
“We want her to come home,” she said. “This isn’t the environment we want her to be in.”
Savannah felt Brynn stiffen beside her.
“This environment?” Savannah looked at her parents. “This environment, where she’s in a loving family and no one gets hit?” She saw her mother flinch imperceptibly then raise her chin. Randy got in first.
“How I raise my daughter is none of your business,” he spat. “And I don’t want her around a bunch of godforsaken queers and perverts.”
At precisely that moment the door opened, Cassidy in her bright bikini, Lane still tugging a t-shirt over their head, both sparkling with laughter, Lane’s hand coming down to touch the small of her back as they stepped into the room. Everyone went still as their laughter died.
“What the hell, Cassidy?” Randy was on his feet. Her sister went white. Savannah and Brynn stood too. “This is what you left home for? To dress like a whore and act like one too?”
“That’s enough,” Brynn snapped, but Randy was already staring at Lane, his face getting harder and more enraged by the second.
“Who the fuck are you, putting your hands on my daughter?”
Savannah stepped in front of him. He towered over her. She reminded herself that she was not a child, not powerless and not under his roof. He’d never before hit her with anyone outside of the family to witness.
“Answer me, you little gay freak,” Randy was shouting.
“Actually,” Cassidy spoke up, her eyes fierce, “they’re my boyfriend.”
“That’s it. You’re coming home with us right now.” Randy moved fast, pushing Savannah aside like she was nothing, Brynn catching her by the arm to stop her falling. Everything happened quickly. Randy stormed toward Cassidy and Lane stepped in front of her. Randy growled and his fist came up, putting his whole body into the punch. Lane moved sideways and ducked, their hands barely seeming to move but a second later Randy was lying flat on his back on the floor, his breath knocked out of him, winded.
The next second, two security guards burst into the room, their eyes instantly tracking to where Randy was pulling himself up to sit, red-faced, eyes bulging with rage. Savannah surveyed her family quickly. Cassidy was flushed and frightened and Lane was breathing hard. They put their arms defiantly around her and she leaned into them. Brynn was bristling with alarm and rage and her mother was frozen still in the middle of the room.
“We got your call about the potential threat,” the older guard addressed her. Annabelle was nothing if not efficient. “Do you want us to remove the intruder?”
Savannah looked at Randy who was back on his feet, no longer swinging his fists now that two larger men were in the vicinity. Both appeared about eight feet tall in the moment and that was without the holsters on their hips that made damn sure Randy wasn’t coming up swinging any time soon. She took a deep breath.
“No,” she said quietly. “But you can stay.” She was grateful for their presence. Both men stepped aside, but were clearly poised for action if needed. “Okay, listen up, Randy,” she said after a minute. “Cassidy is my sister as much as she’s your daughter. She’s also a damn adult and you’re an abusive asshole, so if she wants to live her life far away from you that’s your own damn fault.”
“You have no right-”
“She does,” Cassidy spoke up. “She’s cared for me my whole life.”
“I fed you and housed you-”
“No, she did. You just spent and gambled all her money so we had to fight just to get fed.” She stepped closer to him, her eyes blazing. Savannah’s vision blurred.
“You what?” She got within two feet of his face. “Mom?” She looked over at Bethany who sank down onto the couch and buried her face in her hands.
“You sponged off her.” Cassidy was red-faced, ferocious. “You let her feed money she meant to care for us into a void, while you did whatever the fuck you wanted to. You stopped me from leaving home or going to college, then you hit me every time you thought I might step out of line. Of course I won’t go back home with you. You’re a piece of shit, Randy.” She held her chin high.
“Mom.” Savannah turned to her mother again. “All this time?” Her voice cracked. Her mother finally raised her head. She looked intensely old all of a sudden.
“It’s so easy for you to judge, isn’t it?” she said quietly. “When this is what your life looks like?” she gestured briefly, at the mansion, at her appearance, at Brynn. Savannah stared at her.
“Oh, shut your mouth, Bethany,” her stepfather interjected, his frustrated rage spilling over. “You’re just lucky your daughter made it big,” he told her derisively. “I would have left you years ago if you didn’t suddenly have a big fancy house and a stack of cash coming in.”
Savannah felt the blood leave her face.
“You stayed because of me.” She could barely speak. “You stayed because you could steal their money and live in a nice house, and hurt them both. Because of me.”
She looked up at her sister, who was weeping. She remembered Cassidy’s tears, her rage, her sister accusing her of being careless and controlling of her family’s lives without knowing a damn thing and her heart broke. When Randy shrugged, mockingly, the rage came, hard.
“Keep the fucking house!” she yelled. “It’s yours, Randy, fucking keep it. Live in it forever for all I care, it’s all you’ll ever get. The money is cut off, right now. Not another cent. And if you come near me or my family ever again, I swear to god, no one will ever find your body.” Everyone in the room stared at her. She took a savage breath. “Mom,” she addressed her. “You can go home with him if you want, but I’m giving you nothing. He can’t use you anymore. If you don’t want to go with him, or you want to leave him at any point - ever - I will keep you safe.”
Her mom froze still, panic-stricken. Randy took a step towards Bethany and both security guards who’d been watching the drama with frank interest, straightened just enough that he stopped. She watched her mother’s face as she struggled. Finally, Bethany looked over at Cassidy where she stood, young, clear-eyed and strong.
“Goodbye Randy,” she said faintly. Savannah immediately turned to the security guards.
“Get him out of here,” she said, not sparing her step-father another word. “Drop him in Nashville; he can find his own damn way home.”
Randy squared up, ready to fight, taking in a breath to yell, but the two men had one of his arms each without so much as a struggle, practically picking him up and removing him from the house.
The room was silent as everyone stared at each other. Then Cassidy spoke.
“Lane,” she said incredulously. “When exactly did you turn into an action movie hero?”
Everyone turned to look at them. Lane shrugged, but the relief on their face was obvious.
“Did you think I was helpless?” they asked. “I’ve been doing self-defense through the center since I was a kid.”
Cassidy kissed them on the mouth and Savannah felt her eyes fill with tears. When Cassidy drew back, Savannah crossed the room toward her.
“Honey,” she said. “I am so, so sorry. I…ruined your life.” She broke into tears. “You were right about everything I did. I fucked up. I fucked up so bad.”
Cassidy looked at her, her face uncharacteristically soft.
“No,” she said. Then, as she watched Savannah weeping, her eyes got wide. “No,” she emphasized. “You always tried your best. This isn’t on you, it’s all on Randy, I see that now. Besides,” she said, “you also saved me. You were my safe place to land,” her eyes filled with tears again, “and I kind of put you through some shit too.” She shrugged a little, then her own voice broke. “Thank you.”
Savannah hugged her long-lost baby sister tightly and for once Cassidy gripped her equally hard back, both of them still crying, until Brynn arrived with a box of tissues.
“I love you both, but there is a lot of snot happening right now,” she told them. “It’s hard to watch.”
They both burst into laughter and pulled back to clean up.
“Cassidy.” Their mother spoke up for the first time since Randy had been removed. “I’m sorry you had to run away from us. And I’m glad you’re safe. But I think you should leave here with me, today.”
Cassidy’s face went tight.
“I don’t think so, Mom,” she said shortly. “I’m happy where I am.”
“This isn’t how we raised you to live.” Her eyes darted toward Lane.
Savannah opened her mouth fast, but Cassidy got in first.
“And thank god for that,” she said. “Do you know how much therapy I’m having to undo all the bullshit you put into my head?”
“That sounds like brain-washing.” Her mother looked alarmed.
Cassidy laughed out loud.
“Sometimes I do feel like I need my brain scrubbed after a life with fucking Randy,” she said wryly. “Listen Mom, I love you, but if you can’t unlearn some things and open your mind, you’re going to lose both your daughters.”
Bethany flushed, her eyes springing full of tears. She opened her mouth and Savannah stopped her.
“She’s right, Mom,” she said quietly. “You have two beautiful grandchildren you don’t know and two daughters who you’re missing out on. I’ll make sure you’re safe and taken care of, far from Randy, but until you learn to see things differently, you’re not welcome in my home.”
Brynn wrapped her arms around Savannah’s waist and kissed the side of her head.
“Our home,” Brynn corrected.
Savannah smiled. She looked up at her wife, then over to Cassidy and Lane.
“Our home,” she said.



Epilogue
Six weeks later
Cassidy took a deep breath. All of a sudden it came down to this: her whole twenty-four years of life, distilled to this one moment.
The last several weeks, all she’d done was hole up in Lane’s guesthouse and write. Well, that wasn’t all she’d done in Lane’s guesthouse, as a matter of fact, but when they weren’t there - making her sweat and curse and gasp and come - she’d spent a hell of a lot of time curled up on their couch, her notebook on her knees and her pen tapping against the page as she thought. And felt.
Then, way off in the back paddock, far from everyone, she’d taken her beautiful new guitar and played and sang, stopped - refined it - then played and sang again. And now, here she was, about to walk onto a stage, in Nashville, for the first time.
It was just an open mic night, but it was a famous one. She’d had to audition just to get her name on the list, and now as she waited nervously at the edge of the stage, knowing her name was about to get called, she felt a little panicked. This was the kind of night that a crowd turned out for. It was the kind of venue that talent scouts would casually wander into, just in case someone good - someone like Cassidy - happened to appear.
When she’d told the family at dinner three nights ago that she’d secured a spot, every single one of them had looked at her with a dropped jaw.
“Cassidy,” Brynn said, her smile warm. “We’re stoked for you. Just…you’ve been too shy to play in front of any of us and now you’re playing for the first time in front of what, two hundred people?”
Cassidy shrugged, trying not to show how goddamned terrified she was.
“You’re a badass,” Lane told her, their hand on her thigh, admiration sparkling in their eyes.
Savannah looked at her, her expression somehow nervous.
“Can…we come and watch?” she asked tentatively. Cassidy looked at her, hesitating.
“It’s not that I don’t want you there,” she said awkwardly, “it’s just that I don’t want anyone to know I’m your sister. It’ll, like… read wrong.”
Savannah sat back. She didn’t look hurt. She looked, Cassidy realized, incredibly proud.
“How about,” she sat forward again, her expression becoming gleeful, “if I promise you literally no one will know we’re there?”
Which was how Cassidy had walked downstairs earlier that evening to find her sister had been replaced by a pretty brunette with brown eyes and Brynn - who was not world famous except as Savannah’s wife, but who was also definitely Nashville famous - was a vibrant redhead, the two of them wearing the kind of statement glasses that would have made Greta proud, like two hot librarians on a rare night out. Cassidy couldn’t stop laughing.
“Next up, welcome to the stage, Cassidy Carver!”
She took the deepest breath she’d ever taken, and, followed on stage by the drummer/back up singer she’d found two weeks ago, she took her place on the stage. The room was bigger than she’d remembered, with low lighting, but not so low she couldn’t see the back was filled with tables of people sipping drinks and eating fries, and the front was standing room only, a whole crowd with their eyes on her.
There were only a few seconds for her to adjust as she slid her guitar strap over her body and her drummer got into place, but her eyes skittered nervously over the crowd. She saw Coral, next to Noah, flashing her a thumbs up. To her absolute shock, she spotted a familiar shaved head and glasses and there was Greta, standing tall in the crowd, the other patrons giving the renowned producer a noticeably respectful amount of space to stand. Cassidy found herself deeply touched, and also wildly terrified.
The sound of the crowd settled to silence and the spotlight pinned her in place like a butterfly. For a second, Cassidy wanted to drop her guitar and flee. What had she been thinking? This was way too much.
Then her eyes found Lane’s, warm and bright, standing next to Aria and Mia, right near the front of the crowd. They looked so fucking proud to see their girlfriend up on stage and she hadn’t even sung them a note. They gave her a stupidly attractive eyebrow quirk and a smile and Cassidy felt it all the way through her body. She remembered how to breathe.
Just as she began to strum the first notes, Cassidy met Savannah’s gaze. Her sister’s eyes were sparkling and steady; she looked confident and calm, her expression full of faith. Cassidy’s nerves disappeared. She lifted her head, the drum beat kicked in, and she opened her mouth to sing.
The End
If you want more in this series, book three in the Grace Notes trilogy is available here!



The Grace Notes Trilogy
Falls From Grace
Savannah Grace is a huge star in Nashville. At least, she was. Her hit band Twice Struck topped the country music charts for almost a decade until her high profile marriage to her bandmate and co-writer publicly exploded. Now she’s fading from the spotlight and her own life, just trying to keep her head above water.
Brynn Marshall is a little lost. Dropping out of med school made her the black sheep of the family and now she’s floating around LA trying to find a sense of purpose. When she falls down on her luck, her best friend - indie musician Noah Lyman - refuses to let her wallow. After all, he’s just got his big break: co-writing with a megastar!
When Savannah enlists Noah to help her break out of country music and make a name for herself for once and for all, what better way to do it than to spend the winter in her secluded vacation home in the woods of Vermont? And what better way for Noah to help out a friend than to pretend he’s bringing along his wife?
After all, what could possibly go wrong?
Graceless
Savannah Grace is on top of the world. She’s back to selling out stadium tours and winning Grammies and she’s just arrived home from her honeymoon after marrying the love of her life… nothing could burst this bubble.
Except, of course, her estranged family.
When her younger sister Cassidy shows up on her doorstep, in need of help and thoroughly - inexplicably - pissed off, the whole household gets turned on its end. Where did she spring from and why the heck is she so damn mad?
Savannah’s nanny Lane has grown all the way up, from a cute punk kid to a classic heartbreaker, a long trail of short flings in their wake. They don’t have a second to waste on Cassidy; after all she’s rude, ignorant, hot-tempered and kind of a brat. It’s just…does their boss’s little sister have to be so hot?
Of course things could always get worse. Cassidy has one plan and one plan only: for her sister to turn her into a star.
Saving Graces
Rosalie Carlson is the person everyone turns to in a crisis. She’s kind, calm, caring and a social worker, after all. She’s got it all together… except that her personal life is kind of a disaster. Things can get a little hectic after all, when your complicated best-friendship is with a megastar like Savannah Grace.
When twenty-six year old Kinsey moved to Nashville, it was in the hopes of finding a creative partner and making it big. When she meets Cassidy Carver, musical sparks fly. It’s a chance meeting with a beautiful older woman however, that truly knocks her off her feet.
Rosalie’s gorgeous - and there’s no denying the intense chemistry between them - but she refuses to consider even a single date with a young musician. And anyway, Rosalie’s already given up on love, so what would be the point?
Fighting this level of temptation is always a losing battle, but after one red hot minute they go their separate ways. It’s just lucky there’s no connection between their different worlds and no way they’ll ever cross paths again…
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