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Before
Rosalie was the kind of bored that felt like loneliness. It was late on a school night, so what she should be doing was sleeping. The very idea of it felt ludicrous. She was sixteen years old, the night sky outside her window was sparkling with stars and anything seemed possible.
She leaned her face against the cool windowpane and just for a moment let herself imagine that she was the kind of girl who was just about to slip out her bedroom window and sneak out into the dark alone, ready for whatever adventures lay waiting in the glittering city, just beyond her reach.
It wasn’t hard to sneak out from Rosalie’s house, after all. Her room was at the very far end of the odd sprawling house her father, an architect, had designed. The house was long, rather than big, sprawling across most of the top of their little looping cul-de-sac street. It was only a twenty-minute walk into downtown Nashville, but it felt almost rural with all the trees and shrubs her country boy father had planted for privacy. Facing out onto the little forest, Rosalie could pretend her bedroom was cut off adrift from the rest of the house, like a little cabin in the woods. She liked it better that way.
A restless energy nagged at her as she stared out at the dark night, her nails bitten to the quick and her bravado already flagging. Lately, her whole life felt so stagnant she wanted to burst right out of her own skin. The last of the Christmas lights had only just been taken down and already the year dragged. School felt pointless. Home felt stifling. Her whole world was constrictive, like shoes she’d outgrown but had to keep wearing anyway. She wanted the next thing, the thing that came after high school was over, after you stopped having to live by the rules that your parents and teachers set for you. It felt so close and yet so far away that she ached with it.
Part of it, she supposed, was Rachel. Her sister was seventeen, almost eighteen, and she lived by her own damn rules. Rosalie had seen it happen. One minute Rachel was living the same old stifling life, the next she was done with it. Rosalie had been both awed and worried - her sister teasing her about always being the most responsible one in any room - but mostly, she was dying of jealousy.  
Rachel didn’t wait for anyone; she snuck out alone almost every night. She refused to let her little sister tag along with her, but sometimes before she left, she crept in to see Rosalie first. With their heads close, leaning side by side against the edge of the bed, Rachel regaled her with tales of Nashville late at night. She told Rosalie all about the underground scene, the scandals of who liked who, teenage sex and secret parties - everyone bright and glittering and beautiful - the whole big sparkling world that Rosalie was not allowed entry to. It beguiled her and nagged at her and she was so damn sick of being sixteen.
Beyond the window an owl cried. It was already past midnight and she’d changed into the striped flannel pajamas she’d stolen from Rachel’s pile of pointedly rejected Christmas presents. As far as Rosalie was concerned they were perfect.  
She gazed at the image of herself the window reflected back. The pajamas were big and boxy, hiding the shape of her body, making it anonymous, androgynous even. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her body exactly, it was more that she wished it was invisible. Her hair had finally settled from the bright unmistakeable red of her childhood to a moderately calmer auburn. She liked her skin, clear and soft, though she still had the redhead’s ability to blush like a fire-engine at the most inconvenient of times. Her eyes were a slightly unusual sea-green unshared by anyone else in her family. Sometimes she daydreamed that she was adopted, though it was clear she had her mother’s hair and both she and Rachel shared their father’s sharp chin.  
She sighed at her reflection. That was about all they shared these days. Rachel was out at a party being beautiful, fascinating and probably sexy. Rosalie was at home in flannel pajamas, about to go to bed. She’d just brushed her teeth and was about to switch off the lamp when there was a quick triple tap at her window. She frowned. Usually Rachel snuck back in through her own damn window. She only came via Rosalie’s if she was really worried about getting caught.  
She opened the curtain, blinking into the dark and there, sure enough, was Rachel. She pulled up the window.
“What are you doing?”
“Shh, shh, go lock your door,” her sister hissed.  
Rolling her eyes, Rosalie went over and locked her bedroom door. Rachel loved drama. As she turned back, Rachel boosted herself up through the window, her skirt too damn short, her big brown Bambi eyes sparkling and her long caramel hair curled in a way Rosalie had no hope of emulating. Then Rachel turned and looked out into the dark.
“Come on,” she whispered.
Another pair of hands gripped the sill and in from the cold slipped the strangest girl Rosalie had ever seen. She was white, thin and pale, her long blonde hair a little tangled, framing a pair of huge blue-gray eyes. Unlike Rachel, her dress was long and plain, streaked with grime. She wore clompy men’s boots and clutched a garishly ugly padded jacket around her body. She was also, despite all of this, beautiful. She looked at Rosalie, her eyes narrow and assessing.
Rosalie looked to her sister. Rachel’s face was bright.  
“Savannah needs a place to stay.”



Chapter One
Kinsey was a seasoned performer but her heart was pumping extra hard in her chest as they walked on stage that night. It wasn’t even a particularly big stage - perhaps only a couple of hundred people in the crowd - but tonight she had an inexplicable feeling like the stakes were high, for her personally, and not just the young woman walking on in front of her.   
It had all started two weeks ago when she’d seen the tiny flier attached to a noticeboard at Aloha. In neatly printed handwriting it just said Girl drummer/singer wanted and a number. Kinsey had been coasting up until this point, playing in a couple of bands, never quite finding a good fit. There was zero information on the flier as to the who or why of the situation but if Kinsey ever had to sum herself up in just three words girl drummer/singer would probably be a good contender.
She was, she hoped, a lot of other things too. Even just musically: Kinsey played guitar, bass, piano and keyboard. Her voice was trained too - all of it at Juilliard, no less - though she found she was better off keeping that information on the down-low. There was a kind of reverse snobbery that she came across in the Nashville scene, like being self-taught or innately talented as a birthright was naturally superior to formal training, no matter how good it made you. 
She’d called the number and was pleasantly surprised to hear another girl answer the call, and one who seemed - so far, at least - more or less normal, so she’d met up with her in a cafe in downtown Nashville.
Cassidy was around her age or maybe a little younger. White, small, and blonde, she was extremely pretty in a weirdly familiar way that Kinsey couldn’t quite put her finger on. At first she wasn’t quite sure what to make of her as they faced each other in a window booth seat, each holding onto drinks for something to do with their hands. Cassidy told her that she hadn’t performed live yet - literally ever - but she also seemed comfortably confident she could pull it off. She was both nervous and sure of herself.  
“Why a drummer-singer?” asked Kinsey. “That’s super specific.”
Cassidy smiled as she stirred her coffee.  
“The song I want to sing at the open mic needs a rhythm section. And some back up vocals would give it more depth. I figured two birds, one stone. Plus,” she added, “I know a drummer who sings and it’s always seemed like a killer combination.” 
Kinsey nodded. She thought so too. 
“So,” Cassidy smiled, “where are you from?”
Kinsey tried not to sigh. It was the number one question she got asked by everyone she encountered, usually followed up with but where are you really from? Her skin was golden-brown all year no matter the season, her long hair a sleek black, and her big brown eyes had just enough of a hint to them that made white people look twice before they just had to ask.  
“I moved here from New York,” she said. “But if you mean where was I born, then Chicago,” she anticipated the next question before it could get asked. “And yes, I’m American and English is my first language. But if you mean what’s my ethnic background, then my mom is Filipino and my dad is white.”
Cassidy went slightly pink.
“I just meant your Yankee accent,” she said. “You’re obviously not from Nashville.”
“Oh,” Kinsey said, not entirely convinced. “No, I’m not.”
“You get that stuff a lot, huh?” Cassidy seemed to be commiserating, which was interesting for a conventionally attractive, all-American, Tennessee white girl.  
“Literally always.”
“People can suck,” she shrugged. “My boyfriend…” she trailed off, her eyes flicking up to Kinsey’s and shook her head. “I kind of get it, in a way. How long have you been in Nashville?”
“A year,” Kinsey said. She’d been just about considering maybe getting a tiny crush on Cassidy - she really was unbelievably easy to gaze at with her big blue-gray eyes and full lips - but the boyfriend comment put an end to that idea. Mostly. She told Cassidy about the other bands she played in, the other musicians she supported. “I guess I’m just looking for a better fit, you know? Someone I can really work together with to make some great songs.”
Cassidy considered her.  
“Do you… maybe want to go give it a try?”   
Since neither of them seemed to be an obvious psychopath, Cassidy came over to Kinsey’s apartment, her guitar in tow. With just a hint of nerves she played Kinsey a song she’d written, the one that she was planning to perform. Kinsey had sat on the floor of her living room and listened, then nodded thoughtfully.
“You know,” she said slowly, “I think that just might be one hell of a pop song.”  
Cassidy’s hopeful expression collapsed into a frown.
“It’s not supposed to be pop,” she said. “It’s a country song.”  
“Sure.  Country pop.” Kinsey smiled. “It’s a compliment, not an insult.  Hear me out. Try it like this,” she tucked herself behind her drum kit and tapped out a faster tempo. Cassidy looked at her dubiously, but she started strumming again, this time in rhythm with Kinsey. Just as her vocal kicked in, Kinsey began a harder beat, like a racing heart. Cassidy kept pace. She looked startled. The longer she kept up, the more Kinsey had to hold in the manic grin she was feeling on the inside.
When the song finished, they were both breathing faster. 
“Holy shit,” Cassidy said, her eyes wide.  
“Right?” Kinsey pointed at her, the grin spilling out. They ran through it again, this time with Kinsey joining in on some ad-libbed back-up vocals and when they’d finished Cassidy was the one smiling.
“So…” she said, her eyes bright. “Do you want to work together?”
“Absolutely,” Kinsey said emphatically.
By the time the open mic had rolled around they’d practiced together a handful of times, including fooling around with a couple of other things Cassidy had been working on. Kinsey could already feel a tingle of something in the air, but she reminded herself not to jump ahead. Cassidy had literally never performed before. There was still time for this all to fall apart.
“Welcome to the stage, Cassidy Carver!”
She followed Cassidy up and took her place behind the drum kit, willing Cassidy to keep it together. She’d been fidgety as hell, trying not to bite off her own lip during the act before them until Kinsey had hissed lipstick, making her stop. She saw Cassidy’s posture straighten now as she pulled the guitar over her head and when she turned her head to check for Kinsey’s nod, her eyes were clear.   
Cassidy strummed the first notes and Kinsey jumped in with the drumbeat. Cassidy belted out the first note and just like that, Kinsey felt it, the thing she’d been seeking when she’d up and moved to Nashville, the thing she’d been looking for her whole damn life. 
Cassidy’s voice was strong, clear and bright as a bell, like she didn’t even know how to sing a bum note. Her blue eyes sparkled in the spotlight and her golden hair bounced. Her guitar work was solid yet playful and the song was a killer. Kinsey watched from behind the drum kit and saw the crowd loving her. Cassidy, whoever she was, wherever she’d sprung from, had the it factor all over her. She didn’t even look surprised at the roaring reception, though her smile was devastating. Cassidy knew exactly what she was and Kinsey wanted in. All in.
First prize was $500 that night, and zero part of Kinsey was surprised when Cassidy’s name got called. She was surprised when Cassidy sought her out at the bar afterward and handed her $250.
“Oh no,” Kinsey said, shaking her head, “that was your song, your big debut-”
“You made that song what it was,” Cassidy interrupted, breathlessly. She was clearly still on a high from the performance and the win, but honestly Kinsey’s rent was due so she wasn’t going to fight it. “We’re on, right?” she asked, “we’re gonna be a band?”
Kinsey felt her heart speed up, her face splitting into an unstoppable grin as she nodded. She bought Cassidy a beer and they clinked their bottles to cement the deal. People kept interrupting them to say congratulations and Cassidy seemed to literally sparkle under the bar lights as she thanked them. It was probably fortunate for Kinsey that a moment later an extremely good looking white guy with a swoop of dark brown hair slipped in beside them. Cassidy’s face lit up as he wrapped an arm around her waist, pressing a warm kiss to her cheek. 
“Lane,” Cassidy said, “this is Kinsey. Kinsey, this is my boyfriend Lane - oh - and their friend Aria.” She smiled widely as a pretty Black girl with long silky locks and warm eyes appeared alongside.
“I think by now you can call me your friend too.” Aria smiled back. “They don’t get dibs on me.”
Kinsey blinked, noting the pronouns and took a second glance at Lane. She felt Cassidy’s gaze assessing her and quickly opened her mouth.
“Nice to meet you,” Kinsey greeted both newcomers with a smile. “You must be literally dying of pride right now,” she addressed Lane, and their gold-brown eyes shone.
“I knew she’d kill it,” they said. “It’s the first time I’ve even heard her sing, but she’s great at everything she does so I’m not surprised she was fucking amazing.”  
Cassidy bit her lip and smiled, and the look they exchanged between them left Kinsey not quite sure who she was most jealous of: Lane for being the one who got to take Cassidy home, or Cassidy for how extremely she was clearly going to get it tonight. She managed not to sigh and met Aria’s eyes instead. Aria looked back. And for a second, it looked like all might not be lost for Kinsey that night after all.   
Unfortunately though, despite the flicker of interest, Aria was actually straight, or at least clearly not inclined for anything more than friendly flirting despite Kinsey’s best attempt at charming her. The four of them wound up at a table by the bar, laughing like they’d been friends for years.
Cassidy’s older sister - a drop dead gorgeous brunette who somehow still looked quite like Cassidy despite their opposite coloring -  dropped by to say goodnight, along with her wife, both of them clearly glowing with pride for Cassidy. Kinsey felt warm all the way through. Not only was her new bandmate shining with star potential, but she was surrounded in queer people and at least kind of queer-adjacent herself, which made it so much easier for Kinsey to casually come out as well, though she suspected Cassidy already thoroughly knew it.  
Then, her breath stuck in her chest. Noah fucking Lyman was in this bar, along with Coral fucking Sanchez. Literally her two biggest idols, part of the reason she’d been inspired to move to Nashville in the first place. She fought the urge to pinch herself at the sight of the two of them in the flesh. Not only that, but they seemed to be approaching their table, shoving Kinsey’s heart firmly into her throat. She watched, her jaw slightly unhinged as Coral - impossibly tall and impossibly glamorous - came all the way up and wrapped her arms around Cassidy, giving her a kiss on the head. Noah gave her a goofy fist-bump, both of them murmuring congratulations to her before drifting off toward the door. Kinsey stared like she could see literal stardust trailing in their wake.
“What the fuck?” she said to Cassidy, her voice coming out in a croak. “Do you know them, or did you just happen to get congratulated by a couple of musical geniuses?”
Cassidy’s glowing smile seemed to stutter.  
“Oh, I hardly know them,” she said, waving a hand nonchalantly. “They’re obviously just really kind to newbies.”
“I’ll say,” Kinsey stared at the door where they’d disappeared, still knocked sideways by the brush with fame, barely listening as the subject got changed around her.
After that, the whole night just seemed touched by magic: the buzz of a great performance, the glow of new friendships forming, the under-current of lust sparking in the air, the brush with genius, the immense potential shining everywhere she looked. The four of them proceeded to get quite drunk, eventually ending up at Losers where they danced to the band with abandon. Cassidy and Lane made out ferociously on the dance floor before bidding them both goodnight, clearly unable to keep their hands above the clothes for a single second longer.
Kinsey woke up alone, and hungover, but the magic still felt like it was tingling. She was on the cusp of something big, she could just feel it. 



Chapter Two
Rosalie flung her phone halfway across the office, where it bounced off the carpet and slid towards the door.
“Woah.” Shelby cracked open the door as the phone slid to a stop. “You good?”
Rosalie sighed. She slumped in the chair and looked wearily at her second-in-charge.
“Sorry,” she said. “I was reading the news.”
“Ah.” Shelby nodded. She bent, picked up the phone, and made a show of placing it gingerly on the desk, three feet from Rosalie. “In that case, may I suggest you don’t read the news until at least after the next election?”
“Or maybe ever?” She glared glumly at the ceiling. “Is it wrong to wish for another pandemic? One that only targets Republicans?”
“Well, that’s dark.” Shelby took a seat at her adjacent desk and eyed her, the circle of drained coffee cups and the scrunched up balls of paper that had missed the trash can.  
“Why?” Rosalie asked flatly. “They’re the ones always calling for us to be exterminated.”
“Oh yeah, white, femme, cisgender lesbians, you’re their number one target.” Shelby’s eyebrows rose.
Rosalie blinked.
“Sorry,” she said. “That was a little tone deaf.”
Shelby rolled her eyes. “I mean I guess we’ll let you keep your ally badge today. All things considered.”
As a Puerto Rican trans woman, Rosalie’s main deputy Shelby was used to dealing with self-centered, oblivious, white, cis people in the community and Rosalie felt genuinely shitty. The Rachel Carlson Center provided care and services for queer and gender diverse youth who were homeless or otherwise vulnerable, and while Rosalie, the director, was in fact queer, it was workers like Shelby who were the real resource of the center, the people that kept kids alive.     
Reading the news each day really did leave her with the feeling of being under siege; each news article, each new backwards law launched another cannonball at the Center's walls. Shaking the foundation, the staff, and the kids in the most desperate need of help. Each bill threatened their physical and emotional safety, their rights to self-expression, to education, to appropriate healthcare, to live as themselves, to their very right to live at all. She took a shaky breath.  
Shelby was right, though. While there were conservatives working to legislate against the rights of all women and queer people, it was her trans friends and clients who were in desperate need of support and advocacy. Shelby was not the person to vent to, despite their work relationship.
It was possible that she was a little burned out, she reflected, as she reached out and checked her phone for cracks. But then, they all were. They’d survived the Trump administration only to find that at least on a state level - and perhaps an international level - things were only getting worse. 
“How are you holding up?” she asked Shelby now, extracting her own head from her ass. Shelby sighed, grey circles under her large dark eyes.    
“Oh you know,” she said with a shrug. “Sad. Terrified. Angry as fuck. The usual.” 
“It fucking sucks, Shelby.” Rosalie leaned forward and met her eyes. “If you need some time off, like stress leave, or to go on a damn holiday away from all this-”
“There is no away from all this,” Shelby’s gaze held hers. “Especially when they can’t leave.” She gestured out to the center, to the kids they had in emergency care, to the kids that were out there in the street. “Honestly, I feel better when I’m here doing something.”
“I get that,” Rosalie said softly. “If there’s anything you need or anything I can do-”
“Just what you’re already doing,” Shelby gave her a small smile. “Trying not to be an asshole. Actually fucking fighting with us.”

It was a Friday night and Rosalie wove her way through the usual throngs of excited revelers crowding the sidewalks before reaching the quieter back streets then her city fringe home. Sometimes she drove to work, but most of the time, like tonight, on a pleasant night in early fall, she enjoyed the walk. Music crooning through her headphones she let her mind decompress, thoughts drifting dreamily as the stress of the day slipped away.
As she unlocked her little house just off the oft-beaten Nashville path, she thought of Shelby’s gentle jibe as they both prepared to leave for the day.
“Any exciting plans for the weekend?” Shelby asked,  raising her eyebrows, already knowing the answer. 
Rosalie had just smiled. “So many.”
“Involving a glass of wine and a bath, and watching a show with your cat?” Shelby did not approve of Rosalie’s lifestyle and she always made it known.
“All of the above.” Rosalie didn’t mind her friend’s disappointment, she’d been looking forward to the weekend since Monday. Her home was her sanctuary and after a week spent deeply engaged in the lives of others, she craved the solitude and peace of her time alone. “And you?”
“Mariana has the weekend off,” Shelby said, her face softening as it always did when she mentioned her wife of fourteen years. “Her sister is babysitting so we can have a date night, then tomorrow we’re taking the kids to the water park.”
“Sounds nice,” Rosalie had said.  It did sound nice. For Shelby.  
Now as she walked into her quiet home, the polished floorboards gleaming softly as she switched on the light and Lemonade rushed to curl around her legs and complain about her absence, Rosalie felt nothing but content.  
For years she’d assumed one day her life would also include a wife, or at least someone wife-shaped. Never children though, Rosalie knew too well how brutal the world was to ever consider that. But despite Shelby’s disapproval, at the age of thirty-seven Rosalie had come to understand that domestic life was not for her. She’d tried it on a number of occasions but the truth was that she had limited energy for relationship battles and only intermittent interest in cohabitating.
Sure, it was nice to have someone to come home to when things were great - conversation, sex, someone to snuggle up to on the couch - but things didn’t stay great forever. Coming home to someone also included arguments about who did more housework and who never instigated sex anymore or wasn’t emotionally available or backed away when they felt like they were cornered (Rosalie, Rosalie, Rosalie and Rosalie again.)
So it felt all-round pretty nice to be self-sufficient. No one walked around the place looking disappointed in her all the time and she didn’t have to walk on eggshells. She could put on a record at seven o’clock in the morning and dance alone in her kitchen while she made her first coffee of the day. She could lie in the bath for an hour to decompress, eat toast for dinner or cook an elaborate feast. She could stretch out wide and sleep in her big comfortable bed like a starfish, or have long one-sided conversations with Lemonade about the state of the world. 
“I know,” she said to him now, as she slipped out of her shoes and tossed her keys on the bench, “I’m a bad, selfish person. I should be going to Cassidy’s gig tonight; I promised Savannah. But I literally can’t think of anything worse right now than being packed in with sweaty strangers at a loud bar full of drunks. And I’m pretty sure Savannah already knew I’d bail on her before she even invited me.”
Savannah was the one person she felt comfortable letting down. They owed each other so much that they both knew the debt could never be repaid; the small things didn’t even register between them.
“Cassidy will hardly notice,” she consoled herself against the slight tinge of guilt as she refilled the cat’s kibble bowl. She straightened up to peer into her fridge, pulling out a bottle of wine and thought of the last time she’d seen Savannah’s younger sister, about a month ago. The whole family had come over to Rosalie’s for dinner. Since Savannah and Brynn’s daughter Emmeline had been born, just over three months ago, they’d struggled to return to any kind of normal, though Savannah had thankfully lost the haunted look in her eyes as she’d come out the other side of a hard bout of postnatal depression.  
For someone of Savannah’s level of fame to head out to a restaurant also meant more fuss and exposure than anyone wanted to deal with, so Rosalie had suggested a low-key meal at her place. When it was on her own terms, Rosalie loved to entertain and she’d spent a joyous afternoon cooking up a storm before their arrival. She could have served up Lemonade’s kibble for all Cassidy noticed though. 
She and Lane could barely drag their burning eyes off each other, always low-key touching like being even a foot apart would be agony. Long after they’d left, the ghost of new lust seemed to flutter about Rosalie’s living room, making her smile as she remembered feeling that same restless energy in her own veins.
Even though she knew it was wrong to have favorites, Lane was still, hands down, her favorite of all the kids who’d come through the center. She’d watched them grow from a traumatized fourteen-year-old, through to a thriving, if socially anxious older teen, always with a blunt irreverent sense of humor and frequently lacking a filter. At twenty-two she’d paired them with Savannah - her friend in need of a nanny and her ex-client in need of guidance - and over the next few years had seen them blossom under her care, from a cute lavender-haired punk kid, through to accessing hormones and top surgery and blooming into the classically handsome heartbreaker they’d become.  
More than just Cassidy had swooned in their wake, but in all the years of counseling Lane she’d never seen them anything more than slightly diverted by a pretty face. Secretly, Rosalie had related. Despite one or two notable exceptions, she too had worked hard at keeping her sexual and romantic entanglements light. It had unnerved her to see Lane so twisted up in knots over another human being, but she found herself utterly delighted to see it happen. Rosalie loved her own life; she found though, that she didn’t want it for Lane.
That night as she lay in the bath, gazing at her own toes, even Lemonade done with her company, she found herself thinking of her younger self. It was the only thing that ever gave her any kind of pause about her quiet, peaceful life. Teenage Rosalie would be pissed at her.  



Before
Savannah emerged from the shower wearing one of Rosalie’s own t-shirts and a pair of boxer shorts. They were about the same height - Rosalie perhaps a little taller - but she liked all her clothes baggy. Her shirt drowned Savannah, the soft fabric like a sheet thrown over her thin white limbs. She was clean though, her fingers combing the knots out of her long wet hair as she entered the bedroom.  
“Thanks,” Savannah said, looking warily around the room. She took an awkward seat on Rosalie’s desk chair.  
She looked down at the messy pile of school books and notebooks and without asking, began to flick through Rosalie’s history text. At first Rosalie thought Savannah was just doing it to avoid talking to her, but as Rosalie watched her eyelashes she realized she was actually reading it.
“Where do you go to school?” Rosalie asked.  
Savannah’s eyes seemed to flicker. She glanced sideways at Rosalie, perched on the side of her bed, waiting. For a second it seemed like Savannah was going to ignore the question altogether.
“I don’t,” she said eventually. Her face said quite clearly that the subject was closed and she turned back to the textbook.
“Since when?” Rosalie wasn’t great at shutting down her curiosity. The strange girl in her bedroom gave her a dirty look.  
“Since about a year ago,” she said shortly. Her accent was drawling, definite backcountry. 
Rosalie inched forward on the bed. “How old are you?” 
Savannah barely held back a sigh and stifled a yawn. “I’m seventeen. What are you, like fourteen?”
“I’m sixteen,” Rosalie protested. “We’re basically the same age.”
Savannah looked at her flatly.
“No,” she said.“We’re not.”
Rachel returned, having crept along the passage to her own room after showering the scent of party from her skin and hair. She was dressed in neat, white, cotton summer pajamas despite the coolness of the season. She smirked when she saw Savannah.
“Suits you,” she mocked and Savannah rolled her eyes. Rosalie was miffed. There was nothing wrong with the pajamas she’d offered.  
“Can we talk?” she asked her sister. Savannah looked down at the textbook. Rachel huffed.
“Excuse us,” she said, shooting Savannah an apologetic look, as if between grownups. Rosalie’s hands balled into fists, her face burning. They ducked outside the bedroom door and she closed it behind her, glaring at her sister.
“Where did you find her?” she asked, her voice low.  
“At the party tonight,” Rachel whispered. “It was at this crazy abandoned warehouse that Daria had found. She came too,” she gestured with her head back toward the bedroom, “and we got to talking. She’s living on the fucking street, Ros. She’s got no one.”
Rosalie thought about that for a second. “What are you thinking? That mom and dad will let her just live here?”
Rachel gave her a blazing look. “Are you fucking stupid? Of course they won’t. We’ll have to hide her.”
For ten whole seconds Rosalie stared at her. Of all the hare-brained, ridiculous, fantasy-world, Rachel plans to come up with. But then, all of a sudden, the goofy, rebellious rightness of the idea hit her like a wave. No seventeen-year-old girl should have to be homeless. And getting one over her parents appealed to her just as much as it would to Rachel.  
Rosalie nodded firmly, just once, then together they turned and walked back into the room. Savannah still held the textbook, though this time it was clear she wasn’t reading.  
“If you want, you can stay,” Rosalie announced. “I could do with some help with history anyway.” 
Savannah raised her eyes and stared.  
Rachel stayed late with them, all three of them sitting on the floor as the two sisters whispered their plans for how to hide their new and interesting guest. Rosalie’s room was the only option, being so far from the rest of the house and having easy tree cover to come and go without risk of exposure. Rachel would run interference as best she could, and Rosalie could attest it was definitely within her sister’s skillset.  
Savannah stayed silent, hugging her knees to her chest. Finally she interjected.
“I don’t want to get you in trouble with your parents,” she said, quietly.  
The sisters exchanged a look.
“We literally don’t care,” Rachel said. “Like at all.”
“Fuck them,” Rosalie agreed.  
“I’m not your responsibility,” Savannah’s eyes flashed steel.  
“We’re all each other’s responsibility,” announced Rachel. “All of us. The grownups don’t care, the streets aren’t safe, society hates us. We’re all we’ve got.”
Rosalie had heard Rachel’s grandiose spiel before as she talked about her friends and their whole gang of teenage rebels and outcasts. But she found herself nodding, finally in some way part of it herself.  
“We’ll keep you safe,” Rosalie agreed, her chest tight with excited nerves. “Fuck the rules.”
Savannah looked from one to the other. A small smile cracked, then spread across her face. It transformed her, as if a teen beauty queen had suddenly arrived in their presence.
“You’re both crazy,” she told them, and with that, the pact was sealed.  
Rachel went off to bed soon after. It was obvious that Savannah was beyond wrecked. She could barely breathe for yawning, dark circles under her big blue eyes.    
“What side of the bed do you want?” Rosalie asked and Savannah looked startled.
“I can sleep on the floor,” she said. “Believe me, it’s more comfortable than where I’ve been sleeping until now.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Rosalie frowned. Her bed was a double; there was plenty of room. Even for a total stranger, in from the streets. She tossed back the covers. Savannah bit her lip like she was going to argue but her longing was clear as she gazed at the soft pillows and the neat clean sheets.  
That night Rosalie lay wide awake under the covers and carefully pretended not to notice as Savannah wept silently into the dark.



Chapter Three
Lane brought Cassidy coffee in bed and as she watched them walk into the room in a blaze of sunlight, nothing but a pair of snug boxers in place, she couldn’t stop her stunned smile.  
“What?” Lane asked her, handing her a steaming mug. They grinned moving around the bed to sit beside Cassidy who reclined against the pillows, the sheet pulled up to just cover her breasts. She enjoyed the way Lane’s eyes still flickered to the hint of curve she’d deliberately left on view.
“I can’t believe this is my life,” she said. “I played my first gig last night. I have the beginnings of a band. I just had a ton of incredible orgasms and now there’s this sexy person bringing me coffee in bed. Did I die or something?”
“I mean, I don’t remember Sunday School all that well but I’m pretty sure that’s what they said heaven would be like,” Lane mused, taking a sip of their coffee. Their short, dark, floppy haircut was adorably mussed and it was only the hot cup of coffee in their hand that stopped her from jumping on them. Over the lip of their mug, Lane’s eyes crinkled and Cassidy’s heart skipped a beat. “I got to watch my girl slay the room last night, then I got to take her home and make her mine.”
“You definitely did that,” Cassidy’s skin tingled all over again as she flashed back over the night they’d had, making out on the dance floor, getting buzzed on beers and great music before arriving home and becoming truly intoxicated as Lane pushed her down on her hands and knees to fuck her. They’d whispered all manner of hot things in her ear about how sexy she was on a stage, all the things they’d wanted to do to her all night, then all the things they did do after that.  
“I’m just saying,” Cassidy said, taking a sip of her coffee with a little sigh, “if this is the peak of my life, I’m okay with that.”
Lane looked at her and shook their head, a trace of wonder in their eyes.
“Cassie,” they said, “after last night? This is just the beginning.”

Last night had been a revelation, and not just the sex. She’d been so nervous to perform, especially with all the people she knew were in the room. From her musical mentors, Noah and Coral, to the supreme ear of the famous producer Greta McCafferty and her preternaturally talented sister-in-law Brynn, it was already an intense amount of pressure. Add all of that to the fact that her own sister was Savannah Grace, a woman who could only be described as a global phenomenon and whom Cassidy had revered in the most complicated fashion for her entire life, and who was standing in the second row, neatly disguised for both of their sakes… it could not have been more terrifying.
But once she’d taken the stage, it was nothing but fun. It felt natural, exciting, humbling and joyful. All the eyes and all the ears; the spotlight; the sound system amplifying her voice; her song. Despite the nerves, she’d known she could do it. She’d seen in Kinsey’s eyes the truth as they rehearsed together. Cassidy was fucking good, and together, they were magic. She couldn’t wait to see what else they could do.  
The crowd’s roar had been one thing; Lane’s pride another. But it was Savannah, pulling her into a hug right after she exited the stage, her eyes shining bright - despite the brown contacts - that had cinched it for Cassidy.
“You,” she’d whispered into Cassidy’s ear, “are going to give me a serious run for my money.”  
From Savannah Grace, that meant something.
They’d run a rough road together, and when, after a lifetime of being estranged Cassidy had shown up sulkily demanding her older sister pave the way for her career in the music industry, Savannah had flat out refused. In time, it was Cassidy who’d come to see the truth of her sister’s rebuttal: if she actually wanted to make it big, then hanging off Savannah Grace’s coattails was about the worst way to go about it. She desperately did not want to be seen as a nepo-baby, a talentless hanger-on who had skipped the hard work to coast into the limelight. She wanted to earn it on her own terms - to be seen for who she was - not for comparisons to her world-famous older sister.  
It was a straightforward decision to make, but it meant some weird hoops to leap. Like her sister and Brynn appearing incognito in the crowd, or her introducing them to Kinsey under fake names then pretending she wasn’t close with Noah and Coral. She wasn’t naturally good at bullshit, preferring blunt honesty in all things, but she already respected her new bandmate and she wanted to earn her respect, too.  
Kinsey was a godsend, as far as Cassidy was inclined to believe in God. She’d placed the ad, hoping for a bandmate but expecting a placeholder. The very first - and only - person to answer had been beyond her wildest dreams. She’d swallowed slightly as the intensely beautiful and incredibly poised young woman had walked in to meet her, with a sunny confident smile.
“You’re Cassidy,” Kinsey had said, like she was informing her of the fact, and Cassidy had found herself nodding in agreement. Kinsey was dressed in the uniform of a professional musician, jeans and a plaid shirt, but instead of making her look casual, she looked like she’d wandered off the set of an indie movie somewhere with her long glossy hair and big dark eyes. When she’d revealed she’d arrived from New York that seemed to just about make sense to small town Cassidy.    
There was an energy to Kinsey that was extremely attractive. She was so sure of herself, but didn’t rub it in your face, and her musical intuition was wild. Not only was she an excellent drummer but her voice was beautiful - not showy, just easily lovely - and every suggestion she made for Cassidy’s songs elevated them from good to great. She’d been both thrilled and intimidated by the process.  
On their third time rehearsing together, Cassidy had put down her guitar and stared at her.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” she’d asked and Kinsey had blinked.
“Fuck yeah,” she said. “Why?”
“You don’t seem like the back-up type,” Cassidy blurted. “You’re too talented. Plus, look at you,” her face went slightly pink, “you look like you should be the magazine cover shoot of some hot lead singer in a rock band, not playing drums behind me.”
Kinsey  grinned, a trace of flirtation in her eyes that Cassidy wasn’t sure if she’d translated correctly before, but now was adamantly clear.
“Thank you.” Kinsey raised her eyebrows teasingly. “You’re not exactly horrible to have to play drums behind yourself.”
Cassidy absolutely blushed that time.
“I’m not flirting with you,” Cassidy said and Kinsey just smiled, unabashed. “I’m stating facts. Why are playing back up? You can play guitar too, probably better than me. Why aren’t you fronting your own band?”
Kinsey cocked her head from where she sat at her drum kit.  
“Because I don’t care about that,” she said. “I don’t give a shit who’s in the front and who’s in the back. I just want to be on the stage and making incredible music. I can play a bunch of instruments but I love being a drummer. It feels like being the heartbeat of the whole thing. Once I find the right person or the right people, I want to be an equal collaborator in writing and composing. If it’s someone else who’s the star, I’m happy for them to do the hard work, as long as we’re in it together.”
Cassidy tapped her pencil against her songbook, considering..  
“I want to collaborate,” she said, then she smiled. “And I want to be the star.”
Kinsey’s face had split into a huge grin.
“Then let’s get you there.”
The winning set at the open mic had clinched the deal and Cassidy was over the moon to have the kind of high-level collaborator that would make her seem like an actual professional, rather than just a girl with a guitar and a plan. She was also fun to hang out with, and queer, which made the whole my boyfriend is trans non-binary thing a happy non-event. It was also good having the two of them meet. If Kinsey was about to be a whole new important person in her life she wanted there to be no confusion whatsoever, about where Cassidy’s heart - and body - belonged.



Chapter Four
To Kinsey, the next couple of months seemed to fly by. Her current day job was as a waitress in a stupidly hip Nashville coffee bar. Her colleagues were nice enough and the customers seemed to fall into two camps - either rude or flirtatious - and Kinsey, being apt at both languages, was able to make enough in tips to make the otherwise lousy wage work for her.
“What are you doing, daydreaming?” The afternoon manager Chrissie waved her hand in front of Kinsey’s face and gestured at the two waiting coffees in front of her she was staring at, glazed. She blinked, and ferried them out to the table, unsure how long she’d spaced for. It wasn’t daydreaming she’d been doing but song-arrangement. Cassidy had brought something to her the day before - a cute sparkling new love kind of thing, with a solid hint of sex - which had chased her thoughts all morning, playing over and over until she had just about worked out the bridge. 
She cursed the afternoon customers, cursed the fact she had a day job at all. All she wanted, was to run from the minimalist industrial decor and creative facial hair choices of the customers, sprint to her home and grab her guitar to Facetime Cassidy and cry listen, I’ve got it, then play it back to her, watching her eyes light up as she hummed along, Lane popping their face in the screen to give her a pretend high-five on the way past.
Right now, she and Cassidy saw each other almost every damn day.  They played a couple more open mic nights and even booked a starter set on a Wednesday at Howler. They picked up a casual bassist called Eliza to join them for gigs, then had a new band with a bit of buzz behind them give them an opening set at a venue with seven-hundred people, their biggest show yet.  There was a momentum happening that was palpable. Every damn show, Cassidy got better, shinier, more confident, cuter. She had crowds eating out of her hand and Kinsey got more and more hyped as she watched it happen.   
Every other day they were rehearsing, writing, occasionally spinning up something magic, the kind of thing that made Kinsey dream big. Cassidy kept arguing that she wanted to be a country singer, that country was where her heart was, and that might have been true, but Kinsey was starting to wonder if it was pop music she had flowing through her veins. Guitarsy, lyrical, smart pop maybe, but pop all the same. They argued it back and forth but when they played it Kinsey’s way, the songs spoke for themselves. Already they had a handful of good starts, the rest of their sets padded out with covers, but at this rate they wouldn’t need them for long.  
Kinsey and Lane had a vibe too, which Kinsey appreciated, bonding easily over a beer after most shows. It was a solid reminder that while she and Lane clearly had the same taste in women, Cassidy was thoroughly off limits. Not that it would have mattered if she had slipped up and hit on her bandmate; she knew all that would happen would be a swift rejection and red faces all round, a discomfort she’d rather keep out of their musical and personal dynamic.  
Cassidy might be prone to the occasional blush around her, but it was clear she was beyond in love with Lane. It wasn’t wildly easy not to want to crush on her a little however, as she drifted dreamily into Kinsey’s apartment some afternoons, clearly freshly fucked and on cloud nine. And for god’s sake, couldn’t the woman wear a bra at least some of the time?   
Cassidy didn’t seem to have normal-people concerns like rent or a day job. When Kinsey had pressed her on it one afternoon as they took a break, sipping sodas on Kinsey’s back porch overlooking the tiny bare grass yard, Cassidy had blushed, looking down at her painted toes. She told Kinsey how she lived with her sister and her family, rent-free, while she focussed on her music career.
“I thought you lived with Lane,” Kinsey said, confused.
“Sort of?” she said, frowning at the back fence. “Not exactly. Lane is my sister’s nanny.”
Kinsey blinked, trying to take that in. Cassidy had never given off the vibe of someone who grew up with money, but nannies were for sure a rich people thing.  
“You seduced the help?” Kinsey faked a scandalized gasp. “That’s so fucking hot.”
Cassidy rolled her eyes and tried to look offended, then immediately relented.
“Oh my god, it was,” she stage-whispered. “You have no idea.”
“The temptation. The sneaking around.” Kinsey shook her head. “The naughtiness…”
“Mmm,” Cassidy had said, her smile suddenly private, refusing her further detail, even though Kinsey practically begged.
Lane had been barely more forthcoming when Kinsey quizzed them after the gig that night, though their eyes gleamed, flickering briefly over their girlfriend where she stood over at the bar, the bartenders practically fighting each other to come and take her drinks order.  
“She’s hard to resist,” was their only comment. “Impossible, actually.”  
Kinsey could imagine.
Aria had shown up that night too, this time with a date, a tall lanky Black guy with short buzzed hair and a grin that slipped out every time he looked at her. Aria introduced him as Franklin.  
“You know, Franklin plays keyboard,” she said, her eyebrows raised. Kinsey and Cassidy exchanged a glance. It felt awkward having a date thrust at them as a potential bandmate. Who knew whether Franklin was good at keyboard or just in bed? Besides, their dynamic was tight. Too tight? Kinsey liked being a duo, but she knew more musicians would add a layer to their sound.
“We should hang out,” Cassidy said easily, and arranged an audition. Kinsey tried not to resent it. But when Franklin turned up, she changed her mind, quickly.
“You think Aria would lower herself to dating an amateur, let alone sending one to play in front of her friends?” he laughed, as he easily joined in, even his ad libs slipping seamlessly into their songs. They sounded even closer to pop with his addition, but Kinsey didn’t mind. Cassidy was clearly a little more on the fence but Franklin was also a nice guy, happy to come along once a week to rehearse and see how they felt with him live.
One Saturday afternoon, Kinsey answered Cassidy’s FaceTime to find it was Lane at the other end.
“Hey!” she said, surprised.
“Hey,” they said. They were sitting up in bed and looked pale and sweaty. “I have some kind of gross flu,” they announced.
“Gross.” Kinsey wrinkled her nose. “I’m glad you’re far away.”
Lane laughed, then coughed and winced.
“Are you free tonight?” they asked. “I have a favor to ask.” Lane told her about a queer youth center that they volunteered at. “I usually do an art class,” they said. “But it’s not really about that. It’s just basically being queer, and cool, and kind, and letting kids talk to you. Would you be interested? You could do, like, a song-writing thing or something?”
Kinsey considered. She had a gig that night, for the last of the other side projects she’d stuck with. It would probably be her last gig with them too, now that she and Cassidy were starting to get an increasing amount of work together. But when she checked the details, the time worked out.  
“Sure,” she said. “I’m flattered you asked. Sorry you feel disgusting; you look kind of disgusting too, if that helps.”
Lane laughed again, holding back a cough.
“Don’t feel too bad for me,” they said, holding the phone out wide so Kinsey could see Cassidy was lying in bed with them, her head on their lap, blonde hair tumbling over her pale shoulders in a tight white tank top. “I have a hot nurse to take care of me.”
Kinsey bit back a sigh.
“Your life is the hardest,” she commiserated, before hanging up the phone. 
The image was still slightly ingrained on her retinas as she walked into the youth center that evening. Yes, Cassidy was gorgeous, and yeah, they had an increasingly tight bond building between them, which was music, just music, Kinsey knew that. But there was something about Cassidy in combination with Lane that actually kind of got to her. It wasn’t so much that she wanted Cassidy, though in all honesty, she did, a little, but she also wanted what they had together. They made it look so tempting, having someone who you desperately wanted to get naked with, but who would also snuggle you when you were sick and sorry for yourself. Ugh.   
“Hello?” she called, as she approached the small office, within the downtown big square brick building. Her shoes echoed in the corridor. The place seemed to be deserted. 
“Hi,” called back a voice from within. Kinsey walked in through the doorway and every single thought she had about Cassidy vanished into smoke. Leaning back in the desk chair to look up at her was the hottest sight she’d ever seen.  
She was an older woman - already Kinsey’s kryptonite - somewhere in her mid to late thirties, her auburn hair tumbling down her back in the kind of accidental waves that came from letting out a tight updo. Her skin was creamy and the curves under her conservative green button-up shirt and neat black pencil skirt were eye-popping. Perhaps literally so; Kinsey quickly dragged her gaze up, somewhere slightly more north of respectful. It might have been a little too late though, because the woman’s warm pink mouth dropped slightly ajar and her beautiful sea-green eyes went wide.
“Um hi,” Kinsey said, her throat rough. She leaned her hand on the doorframe, pushing her body into a confident stance, trying not to show how extremely discombobulated she was all of a sudden. “I’m Kinsey. Lane sent me?”
“Oh.” The woman’s eyes went even wider. “I’m Rosalie.”
“That’s a beautiful name,” she observed and the woman’s brows drew together. It was possible that Kinsey had in fact drooled a little and she’d noticed.  
“Thanks,” Rosalie said levelly. “I’m the center director here.” The words were almost, but not quite a reprimand. Respect me, they said clearly. Kinsey went pleasantly weak at the knees.  
“It’s good to meet you,” she said, not dropping her eye contact, reaching out a hand for her to shake, without leaving the doorway. Rosalie leaned forward to lightly grasp her hand, an action Kinsey more than appreciated, though she kept her eyes up, respectfully. Rosalie’s skin was smooth and warm and it was only when she tugged her hand back with a slight jerk that Kinsey realized she’d held on too long.
“Have a seat.” Rosalie gestured at an office chair across the room, but Kinsey couldn’t help bringing it closer, dragging it up next to Rosalie’s to sit. A tiny hint of color hit the director’s cheeks as Kinsey sat near her and looked at her with their eyes level. Holy god, she was even more attractive up close, her lips pillowy and her long lashes the same auburn as her hair. There were the slightest lines around her eyes that just made her sexier. Rosalie cleared her throat. 
“Lane said you would lead a songwriting session?” she asked.
“Yeah.” Kinsey met her gaze, trying to stop watching her mouth move as she spoke, but it was a struggle. She’d always enjoyed a good Southern accent but the honeyed vowels from those lips were doing something to her. She tried not to fidget. “They also said what I teach is kind of beside the point, it’s really more about being a role model and listening to the kids.”
“That’s right.” Rosalie nodded, her fingers fiddling with a strand of her lovely hair. “Have you done any kind of outreach before?”
“I have,” Kinsey said, glad to have something to offer. “In college I used to volunteer for a program teaching inclusive sex-ed at public schools in New York.”
Rosalie’s eyebrows shot up, considering Kinsey more closely.
“If only that were a thing in Tennessee,” she said with a small sigh.
“Right?” Kinsey sometimes couldn’t believe where she’d moved to. Her eyes drifted to Rosalie’s mouth again. “It’s not like people don’t have queer sex here.”
She’d done it deliberately, but it was still gratifying to see the immediate flicker in those pretty green eyes.
“It’s not sex-ed specifically that we’re talking about here.” Rosalie neatly pivoted, reaching out to briskly rearrange some papers on her desk. “But if it comes up somehow, we have stacks of resources to direct them to. It’s really just being open and friendly and non judgemental to whoever shows up, so they know they can come back any time they need to. Do you have any questions?”
“Will you stay for my session?” Kinsey asked. Rosalie’s fingers stilled on the paper she gripped. For just a second it looked like she too was looking at Kinsey’s mouth.  
“Of course,” she said. “Lane had nice things to say about you but you’re not exactly vetted or trained, so I’ll stick by to supervise and help out wherever needed.”  
“Thank you. It’s good to know you’ll be there to hold my hand.” She smiled guilelessly and Rosalie gave her the same faint look of reprimand, her head tilting and eyes narrowed. She clearly knew Kinsey was flirting with her but couldn’t quite make up her mind as to whether to put a stop to it. She stood, so Kinsey stood too. Rosalie wasn’t particularly short but she wasn’t quite as tall as Kinsey either - yet another thing she liked in a woman - those lovely green eyes gazing slightly upward at her.  
“I’ll go down with you,” Rosalie said. Kinsey raised her eyebrows, just for a second and instantly Rosalie’s pale skin turned ferociously red and she turned on her heel to walk down the corridor. Kinsey bit back her grin and followed behind her. Oh god, the view was great from that angle too. 
By the time they reached the big open classroom the blush had faded to a thoroughly appealing soft pink and when they stepped in to set up the room together, Rosalie seemed extremely keen to keep things neatly professional. Kinsey obliged, but there was an edge to the quiet between them, like they were both extremely aware at all times of where the other person was in the space.
“Um, hey?” a soft voice said behind them. Kinsey turned and saw a young androgynous person with big brown eyes, hovered hesitantly in the doorway. “I’m here for Lane’s art class.”
“Hi Jay.” Rosalie smiled. “Come on in. Lane’s sick tonight but they sent Kinsey for you instead.”
Jay didn’t move, their face falling. It looked possible they were going to turn and leave. Kinsey smiled at them too.  
“Lane is disgusting right now,” she told them. “They called me from bed covered in snot; it was one of the grossest things I’ve ever seen.”
A flicker of interest cracked across Jay’s face.
“You’re friends with Lane?” they asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “Not close enough to be snot friends though.” She screwed up her nose. “I’ll leave that to Cassidy.”
Jay edged into the room.
“Cassidy came to one of Lane’s sessions once,” they said, looking over at her. “She’s so hot,” they added wonderingly. Kinsey met their eyes, seriously.
“Right?” she groaned, and they grinned. 
Jay came all the way in and took a seat at the big center table, grabbing up a name tag on the way. Hesitating for just a second, they scrawled their name and they/them beneath it. Rosalie looked over at her and smiled. Kinsey smiled back and the center’s director very quickly dropped her eyes, as if neatening up the pile of name tags was extremely pressing business.  
Gradually, another ten kids trickled in, all initially disappointed to be faced with a Not Lane, but all pretty easily won over once they knew Kinsey was Lane Approved. Kinsey hadn’t had a lot of time to think through a lesson structure and she’d brought nothing with her, but the center was surprisingly well set up for a small non-profit. Rosalie had produced a couple of high-quality acoustic guitars and a top of the line keyboard. She placed a small stack of notebooks in the centre of the table. Kinsey introduced herself and made up a silly song on the spot, strumming along to explain how she normally wrote songs, then once the ice was broken, she prompted the kids to talk about what they’d like to write about.  
The group hesitated, peeking at their peers out of the corners of their eyes. Kinsey squirmed, begging for anyone to say something. Slowly, Jay raised their hand and just like that, the floodgates opened. Crushes and loneliness, fear and abandonment, loss and being lost. Lyrics spilled everywhere, about cute boys passing in the street and girls that wouldn't meet your eyes. Melodies of being alone in a world and being held tight on a cold day. Kinsey met Rosalie’s eyes across the room, wonder and delight sparking inside her chest. Some things were universal, no matter who you were and who you liked.  
The session was pretty loose, some of the more confident kids trying out rhyming verse, some even humming some tunes, trying to sound out ideas on the keyboard. Jay was actually learning guitar and shyly accompanied Kinsey as she sang some of the words that the kids had come up with together. Some of the quieter kids used the time and notebooks just to sketch out verse, guarding them zealously from other eyes and Kinsey didn’t push.  
Rosalie wandered around, talking to all the kids, some conversations quiet and gentle, others more of a mutual teasing session. It was clear the kids trusted her. Some looked at her with something like adoration, while others, like Jay, blushed bright red when she smiled at them. Kinsey did not blame them one bit. She too, felt slightly electrified every time those green eyes skimmed over her, which, she was gratified to notice, wasn’t exactly infrequently.    
“Will you come back again?” a spiky-haired girl named Chloe asked Kinsey as the session ended, her eyes bright. She’d never played any instruments before but she’d already picked out a pretty good melody on the keyboard, humming along with a sweet, tuneful voice. Kinsey grinned.
“I hope so.” She looked to Rosalie, who’d smiled too.  
“Hopefully we can entice her back,” Rosalie said, her tone perfectly neutral.  
“You won’t have to try very hard,” Kinsey told her honestly and watched as Rosalie bit back another smile, this one just for her. 
The kids filed out, chattier as a bunch than they had been when they’d each walked in alone. Rosalie and Kinsey watched them go, the room suddenly very quiet.  
“You did great,” Rosalie said, as she moved around the room, pushing the chairs back into place. Kinsey tried not to stare, but there was something in the movement of her hips that kept drawing her eye. “They loved you,” Rosalie continued, oblivious. “Plus songwriting is a great way to get them to open up. I don’t know why we haven’t done that kind of session with them before.”
“Are you asking me back?” Kinsey glanced over her shoulder where she stood putting the guitars back in their cases.  
“Our schedule is arranged pretty far in advance,” Rosalie hedged, “but we could figure something out. If you’re keen.”
“I’m so keen.” Kinsey said lightly. She was especially keen to see Rosalie again. In fact, she wanted to see her again right now. She tried to figure out how to play it as Rosalie switched off the light and they walked back up the corridor together. “Are you single?” She went with direct. 
Rosalie stopped walking.
“Is that relevant?” she asked sharply. It made Kinsey’s lip twitch as she fought off a smirk. 
“It is to me,” she matched Rosalie’s serious tone, “since I want to ask you out.”
Rosalie shook her head, her mouth quirking. There was the slightest flush staining her cheeks and Kinsey was captivated. Rosalie started walking again, her pace brisk. Kinsey matched her.
“I’m very flattered.” Rosalie kept her gaze firmly ahead. “How old are you, exactly?”
“I’m twenty-six,” Kinsey told her. “How old are you?”
Rosalie made a sound like a scoff.
“I’m practically forty,” she said. “You’re far too young. But like I said, I’m very flattered.”
“How old are you?” Kinsey repeated and she huffed.
“I’m thirty-seven.”
“It’s amazing you’re even walking,” Kinsey breathed. “Have you still got your own teeth?” Rosalie spluttered out a laugh and Kinsey pushed her advantage. “Have a drink with me.”
They reached the office and Rosalie seemed to be wavering. She hadn’t yet said no and Kinsey really wanted to know which way she was going to fall.
“Listen,” Rosalie said, “you’re very beautiful, as you clearly know.” Kinsey shrugged and smiled, not denying it and Rosalie rolled her eyes. “You’re friends with Lane,” she pointed out, “and I’ve known them since they were fourteen. They still seem like a kid to me, in some ways.”
“So don’t go on a date with Lane.” Kinsey tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and watched Rosalie watch her fingers. “That would be inappropriate and frankly it’s weird you’re even considering it.” Rosalie choked out another small laugh and Kinsey grinned, pressing further. “What are you doing right now? Like right this minute, on a Saturday night, now your work day is over?”
Rosalie hesitated.
“Not,” she said, “that it’s any of your business, but I’m headed home, for a quiet night. Alone.”
“That sounds boring,” Kinsey pointed out. “I actually have a thing,” she remembered, checking her phone. “I have to be on stage in twenty minutes, but it’s like a half hour set. And it’s barely ten minutes walk from here. Come and listen to some music, on a Saturday night, in Nashville. You can walk out at any time. But if you don’t, we’ll have a drink together and you can tell me more about your prejudice towards younger women. I’ll listen, I promise.”
Rosalie shook her head even as she smiled. Kinsey chanced a step closer to her and watched as she looked up.
“Rosalie,” she said, her voice low. “Live a little.”



Before
Rosalie lay in bed that first morning, still half-asleep, a mysterious excitement sparking through her veins. Seconds later, her alarm went off and Savannah jerked awake beside her like a fire alarm had been pulled, her feet already on the floor before her eyes had fully opened. Rosalie half-sat up and stared at her.
“Relax,” she said, remembering the tears in the night. There were no signs of them now on Savannah’s face, her features even prettier without the circles under her eyes. 
Rosalie snuck back extra pop tarts from the breakfast table, her mom giving her a firm look - not of suspicion, just of judgment - and Rosalie had rolled her eyes when her back was turned. Savannah demolished them like she hadn’t had a proper meal in weeks. Oh shit, she probably hadn’t had a proper meal in weeks. Why hadn’t they thought to feed her? Rosalie snuck out again, her mom thankfully off getting ready for work, and this time returned with a plate of toast and a lunch bag filled with two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, a pack of crisps, two apples, a banana and a wedge of cheese.   
“For your day,” she explained. Savannah cast her eyes down and murmured her thanks. Rosalie offered her more clothes, but just as Savannah was uncomfortably surveying her wardrobe, Rachel arrived. Savannah blinked at her appearance this morning and Rachel shrugged sadly, her school uniform looking like an ill-fitting clown costume compared with her cute party outfit of the night before. She came bearing gifts though: a snug fitted t-shirt and a pair of jeans.  
Rachel was similarly skinny but at least two heads taller than Savannah. Still, when Savannah came out of the bathroom she looked transformed, even with her jeans rolled up. She looked like a regular girl, or at least, the regular kind of beautiful girl that could go to Rosalie’s school, the kind who’d look through her like she was invisible, or say something snide to reinforce the hierarchy between them. 
Savannah picked up the small bag of food Rosalie had packed and the jacket she’d offered then looked down at the desk.
“Do you need this today?” she asked. Rosalie frowned at her history textbook and shook her head. Savannah smiled and tucked it under her arm. 
“Have a good day,” Rosalie said, like someone’s mom, and Savannah slipped out the window and back out into the world.  
All day Rosalie felt bright. Having a secret - an important secret that actually mattered - seemed to make everything sparkle just a little bit more. Her best friend, Travis, had gotten annoyed with her as they sat in the lunchroom.
“What are you all daydreamy about?” he’d finally asked when she’d barely listened to his story about his soccer game that weekend. 
“Nothing,” she said. “Just tired.”  
It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Travis - they’d been friends since grade school - but something about Savannah felt private. Just hers - well, hers and Rachel’s - and she liked it that way.
After school the day seemed to drag. She and Rachel huddled up and strategized some more, coming up with code words, hiding places and how to work out what food they could pillage without raising suspicion. Finally darkness fell. They ate family dinner in the usual stilted awkwardness, their parents trying to make normal conversation as if nothing was wrong, Rachel refusing to answer and Rosalie responding just enough to keep the peace.
Afterward, they rushed back together to Rosalie’s room. They'd left the window ajar, but the room was cold and empty. Evening turned to night, the two of them starting to snipe at each other as they hid their worry. By 10PM Rosalie couldn’t tell if she was more freaked out for Savannah’s safety or more disappointed that maybe she had just decided not to come back.  
By eleven-thirty, Rachel had convinced her to get ready for bed, her obnoxious older sister routine firmly back in place. Rosalie had just come out of the bathroom, pajamas on, shoulders drooping, when the tap at the window came. She ran over and wrenched open the window and in slipped Savannah.
“Where have you been?” Rosalie cried before Savannah’s feet had even hit the floor. “We thought you were dead!”
Savannah bit her lip, a slight glow hitting her cheeks from the warmth in the room.
“I didn’t want to come back too early and make it awkward for you,” she said, straightening up. “Like with your parents being awake.”
“We don’t hang out with our parents,” Rachel told her. “I thought that was obvious.”
“I didn’t want to get in your way.” Savannah looked at Rosalie from her perch on the window sill, the dark night behind her. “It’s your bedroom.”
“We want you here,” Rosalie explained with impatience. “We’re bored and you’re interesting.”
Savannah burst out a small laugh, the smile actually hitting her eyes.  
“Where were you anyway?” Rachel asked.
“Around,” she said. “I went to the library. I hung out with Daria for a bit. Then I came back here and just read in your backyard until it got dark. Up a tree, actually.” She scrunched up her pretty nose.  
“What?” Rosalie cracked up.
“Like a little squirrel?” Rachel giggled. Savannah went slightly pink.
“It felt safe.” She scrunched her shoulders together like she was trying to make herself smaller.
“Listen, Squirrel,” Rachel said, “we get home around three. Come over whenever you’re done in the trees okay? You don’t have to stay away. Ros doesn’t care if you’re in her room. She’s just hanging out being boring and doing homework anyway.”
“That’s true,” Rosalie agreed. “My life sucks.”
But after that, life didn’t suck, at least not as much. After school, Savannah would show up and the three of them would eat snacks together, watch TV in the living room, laugh and talk and paint each other’s nails and then they’d sneak her back into Rosalie’s room before their parents returned home. About half the nights of the week, Rachel and Savannah would slip out into the night again, off to see their friends and go to parties, leaving Rosalie at home, annoyed and frustrated at being left out. The other nights though, Savannah would stay. Frequently Rachel would head out alone, the call of the night and her freedom too much to resist, and those nights Rosalie got Savannah all to herself.
Sometimes she secretly hoped that Savannah maybe liked her even more than she liked Rachel. Rosalie was good at making her laugh and Savannah devoured all of her books, both the novels and the school books. Sometimes they lay side by side in bed and read silently, other times they lounged about and actually talked. Slowly, she started to hear things about Savannah’s life. She’d grown up poor. She’d never met her dad. Her mom had remarried an asshole, and the whole family had gotten super religious. She had two younger brothers close in age and a little baby sister who’d just turned three. When she mentioned Cassie her eyes filled with tears and she turned away and changed the subject.
Savannah had been living in her room for almost a month when Rosalie finally broached the subject that had been driving her nuts. Rachel was out and the two of them were lying in the dark, ostensibly going to sleep, but Rosalie wasn’t always great at stopping talking, even after they’d said goodnight.
“Savannah,” she said, finally, into the darkness. “How did you end up living on the street?”
For a long time, Savannah didn’t say anything and Rosalie wondered if she was going to pretend to be asleep, a thing Savannah did frequently when she didn’t want to talk anymore.
“My mom kicked me out,” she said eventually. Rosalie turned on her side and tried to see her face in the dark, but she could only make out her outline.
“But why?” she asked.  
“You ask a lot of questions.” 
“Yeah,” Rosalie agreed. “You never find out stuff otherwise.”
“Maybe you don’t need to find out everything about me?” Savannah’s voice was low, the odd note in it making Rosalie’s ears prick up.
“Why?” she asked. “Did you murder someone?”
Savannah huffed out a small laugh.
“No,” she said.  
“Your mom kicked you out.” Rosalie couldn’t quite get to grips with that. Her parents kind of sucked, but the idea of a betrayal on that level didn’t even factor into her life. She had a home; the end. “That’s horrible. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah.” Savannah’s voice was weary. Rosalie reached out for her, her hand finding the other girl’s shoulder. Without warning Savannah wrenched away violently and sat up abruptly, moving to the far edge of the bed.
“Shit!” Rosalie lurched back. “Are you okay?”
“There’s no need to touch me,” Savannah said tightly. Rosalie felt guilty, like she’d somehow done something inappropriate. She didn’t know why; she’d just wanted Savannah not to feel alone.  
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice coming out small. “I was just trying to make you feel better.”
“Well, don’t!” Savannah was on her feet. “You know what? This is wrong. This is weird. I shouldn’t be sleeping in the same bed as a total stranger.” She started moving around the room and Rosalie heard her bang into the dresser with a little gasp of pain. She sat up and switched on the bedside lamp, illuminating Savannah in Rosalie’s t-shirt and boxers, her face flushed and angry, grabbing the jacket she borrowed and shoving it on, then picking up her boots.
“Savannah!” Rosalie sat on the side of the bed, feeling confused and more than a little freaked out. “We’ve been hanging out every day for like a month. I’m pretty sure that doesn’t count as strangers anymore.”  
She felt hurt, like this thing that she’d thought was friendship wasn’t friendship after all. She knew Savannah was forced into it by circumstance but she’d honestly thought Savannah had actually liked being around her.
“You say that,” Savannah had her boots on and she moved to the window, “but you literally don’t know me at all.”
“I know you’re not a murderer.” Rosalie stood up, her hands by her side, wary like she was trying to engage a bristling stray cat. “And that… you have good taste in books. That you’re sweet and smart and considerate. And beautiful,” she added, trying to pull together all the things she’d noticed about Savannah. It seemed to be the wrong thing to say because Savannah shrank back even further.
“Listen,” she said sharply, her hands gripping the sill and pulling the window open. “You’re like, a kid, okay? You don’t understand a thing, especially not about the world.”
“What?” Rosalie’s hands balled into fists. “We’re ten months apart in age. Don’t act like you’re a grownup and I’m a kid. I understand plenty! Like right now, I understand that you’re freaking out, but you don’t get to pretend that I’m some stranger or that I’m a child. You don’t get to-”
“I like girls!” Savannah cried. “Okay? That’s why my mom kicked me out. She thinks I’m a freak and I’m going to hell and I can’t be around my baby sister and that’s who is sleeping in your bed, okay?”
Rosalie stared at her.
“Your mom sounds like an asshole,” she said. Savannah blinked, one hand gripping the sill.    
“What?”
“Shit. Sorry. I know she’s your mom, but yeah. She’s a real asshole.” Rosalie doubled down, holding Savannah’s wide-eyed stare. “Can you like, close the window and come back to bed? It’s late and I’m cold and you can sleep in a tree if you want, but that seems like an uncomfortable, borderline dangerous way to make a point.”
Savannah didn’t move, so Rosalie sighed and slid her feet back under the covers. She leaned against the pillows and eyeballed Savannah who seemed kind of stuck.  
“Oh my god,” Rosalie huffed after another minute. “I know you’re trying to do some big gesture storm out but it’s kind of ruined now, so can you just admit that already and close the fucking window?”
Savannah looked down and breathed out a small laugh. She closed the window. When she’d taken off the jacket and her boots, she returned to the side of the bed, hesitating, her shoulders tense. Rosalie flipped the covers back pointedly and Savannah got back in, mirroring her position against the pillows and hugging her knees.    
“I’m sorry,” Savannah said after a while. “I didn’t mean the stuff about you being a kid.”
“Yeah you did.”
“I sort of did. You look so young and your life is kind of sheltered and I’ve been through some shit. Sometimes I feel like I’m about a hundred years old.”
“You’re very well preserved,” Rosalie said and Savannah snorted another small laugh. “We’re not strangers though,” she insisted, pulling her up on the thing that had hurt worse. “I kind of thought we were friends.”
Savannah turned her head and looked at her. Her eyes were shy.
“I guess we are,” she said softly.
“Do you find yourself frequently having to hold back from trying to have wild sex with me?” Rosalie asked and Savannah choked.
“No,” she said, her face going bright red. Rosalie grinned.
“Then I think we can probably manage to keep sharing a bed. Can we skip the melodrama from now?”
“God, yes,” said Savannah, scrunching down the bed and under the covers. Rosalie switched off the lamp and they finally went to sleep.    



Chapter Five
Rosalie shook her head, ruefully. There was a lovely quiet evening waiting for her at home, away from the hoards of Nashville and the crowded Friday night bars. There was really no reason she should be letting this young woman lead her down the darkened street, like she was the one showing Rosalie through her own damn hometown. She wasn’t quite sure what had gotten into her. The word was no, it was really all she needed to say, but for some inexplicable reason, here she was.
She’d stay for a song or two, make Kinsey feel like she’d been seen up on stage, like she clearly wanted to be, then she’d fade off into the crowd and back to her life, no harm done. Rosalie was flattered, that was all. Kinsey was stunning; legions of people probably fell at her feet every day, and yet she kept looking at Rosalie like she was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen. It was a move, that was all; Rosalie was under no illusion as she glanced down at herself in her boring office attire. She had to admit though, that it felt exciting to feel the desire in those confident bedroom eyes, aimed squarely at her.
Twenty-six. Rosalie almost laughed. She remembered being that age. She’d been confident about everything back then too. Probably not Kinsey-level confident, though, asking Rosalie out with every expectation that she’d say yes, despite all the reasons why she shouldn’t. 
Somewhat embarrassingly, Rosalie had been attracted the very moment she’d laid eyes on Kinsey. Probably very few people wouldn’t be, she consoled herself. She was only human after all. Those eyes, that hair, that body… Rosalie quickly dragged her eyes away, but Kinsey had already caught her look, her smirk across the darkened sidewalk clearly telegraphing I know you want me.
Shit. She really should just go home. But just like that they were at the venue, Howler - of course, how stupidly cool - Kinsey not only opening the door for her, but lightly touching her fingers to the small of Rosalie’s back as she entered, making her swallow, hard. Kinsey guided her to a small high table with a couple of bar stools.  
“I’ve gotta go,” she said, as soon as Rosalie sat. “But I swear I won’t be long. And,” she took a small step closer, a faint hint of warm perfume hitting Rosalies’s senses, “I think you should stay.” Without waiting for an answer, she waved down a waiter, who unsurprisingly changed direction toward her immediately, arriving at the table probably disappointed to take Rosalie’s drink order while Kinsey disappeared into the crowd.
A few minutes later, as Rosalie sipped on a riesling, the band took the stage. The lead singer was tall and voluptuous, the rest of the band nondescript, except for Kinsey, an electric bass in her hands. The first song started, the woman’s voice warm and sensual, the beat seductive, and Kinsey who was both powering the rhythm section and singing back-up, straight up smoldered. Rosalie swallowed, her legs crossing tightly on her bar stool. She let out a small laugh at herself. Honestly, she rolled her eyes, tonight she kept acting like a wide-eyed teenage girl rather than a grown woman who absolutely knew better. Somehow though, her plan to slip out the door never quite seemed to happen.
“You stayed.” Kinsey’s dark eyes sparkled, when she returned to Rosalie’s table, sweat glistening on her skin after her set. She still wore her stage outfit, her long sleeved shirt shed in favor of a small black spaghetti strap tank top above her snugly fitted black jeans. Muscle sculpted her narrow shoulders, sleek biceps flexing as she rested her hands on her lovely hips. Rosalie couldn’t seem to stop making dubious choices.
“I did,” she admitted, both of them knowing she was admitting much more than just wanting to finish her glass of wine. Kinsey looked beyond pleased with herself as she took the seat opposite her. The table was small, and their knees touched as she got into place. Rosalie moved hers out of the way.
“You’re good,” Rosalie said, meaning the stage performance.
“I am,” Kinsey agreed, her eyes still smug at successfully keeping Rosalie pinned to her chair and Rosalie’s breath escaped in a small laugh.
“You’re extremely confident.” Rosalie gave up and let herself stare at the lovely face across from her. 
Kinsey smiled.  “You’re extremely attractive,” she said.  
“And you’re too young.”
“And yet, here you are.” She had Rosalie there. Rosalie opened her mouth, then closed it again. She took a sip of her wine and Kinsey looked victorious. “I think you’ll find I’m very much an adult woman,” she said, her tone low, and Rosalie felt a tingle in her spine. She failed to have an argument to that.  
Kinsey hadn’t even tried to flag down a waiter and yet one appeared anyway. Before long they both were sipping wine, their eyes meeting.
“So music is your thing?” Rosalie asked. It was the only thing she knew about Kinsey, aside from a friendship with Lane and she absolutely did not want to go there.
“It is,” Kinsey agreed. She told Rosalie about graduating Julliard, about the various instruments she played, that she played for a variety of bands but there was only one she was really invested in. 
“How long have you been at the center?” Kinsey asked, shifting the conversation off herself.
“Thirteen years,” Rosalie said, trying not to add since around the time you started high school, though part of her definitely thought that as the words came out.
“That’s a long time in non-profit land,” said Kinsey. At Rosalie’s confused frown, she smiled. “I had a lot of jobs in college and just after,” she clarified. “I had big ideas about changing the world, but it was mostly just soul-destroying.”
Rosalie nodded and took a long sip of wine. “It can be. The center’s kind of different though. I created it, along with my best friend who bankrolls it, so it works the way we think it should work.”
“God,” said Kinsey. “You’re so sexy.” Rosalie snorted out a laugh of surprise, very unsexily, but Kinsey just smiled. “I’m serious. You built your own successful non-profit, and it’s for queer kids. Socially conscious, a boss and a business woman. And,” she ran her eyes boldly down Rosalie’s body, “you look like that.”
Rosalie felt slightly sweaty all of a sudden. She liked a little too much the version of herself that Kinsey was clearly seeing.  
“You,” she rebutted, “are a little too charming.”
“Who’s Rachel?”
Rosalie went still.
“I’m sorry?”
“The Rachel Carlson Centre,” Kinsey clarified.
“She was my sister,” Rosalie said. She looked up at Kinsey, knowing there would be more questions and deciding she definitely didn’t want there to be. “Do you want to dance?” 
Kinsey tilted her head, considering her. The next band on the stage had begun their set and they were good. Really good. Rosalie had had all of one and a half glasses of wine, a very hot person was flirting with her, and for the first time in a long time, she really wanted to disappear into a sweaty crowd and lose herself there.
“Do I want to dance with you?” Kinsey looked like someone had just handed her a winning lottery ticket. “Yeah, I really do.”
Her hand came down on Rosalie’s spine again as she pressed into the crowd, and somewhere in the middle of the dance floor, as more people flooded in - to stand and nod, or jump up and down or fling their bodies in time to the music - Rosalie closed her eyes and let the music flow through her, dragging her away from her old memories, to this moment, right here. She began to move.
Kinsey moved too. Where she didn’t move, was away. The crowd was dense, but not so packed that Kinsey necessarily had to be pressed up against her and yet, there she was. Rosalie let go. She stopped thinking about Republicans, about work on Monday, about letting her friends down. She stopped thinking about age gaps, or what she should or shouldn’t do. She let herself feel the music and the heat of Kinsey’s stupidly attractive body and the even hotter heat of her gaze and just danced.
It had been a long damn time. Rosalie didn’t do this kind of thing, not anymore. She was perpetually single, perpetually busy, even sex had fallen off her radar far too long ago. This kind of behavior wasn’t her, and yet somehow, tonight, she just couldn’t quite make herself pull away.  
The crowd kept packing in, rowdy now, an occasional sway through the audience tipping everyone into each other. The second time it happened, Kinsey was pushed behind her. All of a sudden her arms came down, around Rosalie’s waist, wrapping tight and holding her against the ripple of the crowd. When the pushing stopped, she didn’t let go. This definitely was the moment Rosalie should use that no word and stop encouraging Kinsey, but it just felt so good, the heat of her, the protective stance, the press of her front against Rosalie’s back, the slight whisper of her exhalation just above her left ear.
She didn’t say no. Then, very deliberately, right there in the crowd, Kinsey tugged Rosalie’s shirt slightly loose and used the gap she’d created to slip her fingers inside, gently tracing over bare skin. When Rosalie still, somehow, could not make herself say no, Kinsey’s fingers slipped deliberately higher, lightly stroking along the curve of her waist, trailing along soft sensitive skin. Every single part of Rosalie turned hot and hazy.  
They stood there in the crowd through one whole song, Kinsey nodding to the beat as though nothing were amiss, but her fingers kept moving, caressing. Slowly they slipped across to her abdomen, very lightly stroking just above the waistband of her skirt. Rosalie’s entire body seemed to have caught fire. How the building sprinklers weren’t going off, how everyone in the crowd wasn’t staring at her she had no idea.
“Rosalie,” Kinsey’s voice murmured finally in her ear, softly, like she was praying or begging or perhaps in as much fiery pain as Rosalie suddenly was. She pulled aside, just enough to meet Rosalie’s gaze and the heated hunger in those dark eyes made her lips part with want. As if Kinsey had asked and Rosalie had answered, Kinsey took her hand and pulled her urgently behind her through the crowd.  
Some distant part of her realized Kinsey was about to try to take her home and she knew that was a seriously bad idea - despite the sudden slickness she could feel as she walked - and she was just about to protest, when Kinsey tugged her to the front of the room instead of the door, just adjacent to the stage. Kinsey turned and looked at her again, and whatever she saw in Rosalie’s eyes made her bite her plump lower lip in invitation. Then with a flick of her hand she tugged back the black curtain lining the wall and pulled Rosalie through it with her.
Rosalie looked around, surprised. There was a narrow space, not quite a corridor, running between the stage to their left, and whatever main exit there was to the right. The stage lighting spilled into the room, red, then purple, then red again. The music was slightly muted and the crowd only a step beyond the thin curtain.
“Rosalie,” Kinsey said again, her voice soft and desperate and suddenly Rosalie only cared that it was private. Her eyes flashed the very solid yes she was feeling and Kinsey very slowly and very deliberately pressed her up against the wall. A whimper escaped Rosalie as the younger woman used one finger to tip up her chin and kiss her. 
Oh god, Kinsey was good at this. Her lips were soft but determined and it was Rosalie who lost control first, slipping her tongue into Kinsey’s hot mouth. They made out hungrily, a mutual push and pull, Rosalie not caring about anything other than the press of that delicious firm body against her own.
Kinsey didn’t rush. It wasn’t fast and furious, but her fingers were insistent and controlled as she pulled back, looking Rosalie in the eye, tugging the buttons to her shirt open one by one, daring her to stop her. This was ridiculous, the crowd were right there -  there was nothing but a curtain to hide them - but the heat in Kinsey’s eyes kept her pinned, until her shirt fell all the way open, her bra exposed. Kinsey inhaled hard, staring at Rosalie’s body like it was the hottest porn she’d ever seen.
Rosalie glanced down at her own breasts, voluptuous for sure, spilling up slightly from the lace of the bra encasing them, her curves lit up in the red light and thought, you know what, they are pretty fucking great. Her eyes met Kinsey’s and the younger woman reached out and deliberately tugged the front of the bra down. The cups of Rosalie’s bra pushed her breasts up from underneath, like she was being presented on a platter purely for Kinsey’s viewing pleasure.
Rosalie gasped. The line that was getting crossed here if someone else came through that curtain was getting pretty damn severe.
“God, look at you,” Kinsey murmured, just above the throb of the music, her gaze hungry and focused. “You’re so hot with your tits out, wanting to get touched.” 
Rosalie’s vision went hazy. Of course Kinsey would have her dirty talk down pat. Her back arched almost as though her body was acting on command, completely divorced from any kind of rational brain. Kinsey’s mouth was on her before she could blink, swirling her tongue across heated curves, lips, hot mouth, careful teeth, skilfully tormenting her sensitive nipples. The sounds that escaped her were shocked: shocked that this was happening, shocked that she was letting it, shocked that the chance of exposure was so high and yet still not enough to stop her. Shocked that it was so. Fucking. Good. 
“Jesus, Rosalie, you’re making me need to fuck you when you make sounds like that,” Kinsey pulled back to murmur heatedly in her ear. “I’m going to have to fuck you right here, you know that right?”  
She was already pulling up the hem of Rosalie’s skirt, tugging it right up above her hips, baring her panties and Rosalie had to say no. This was sex in public, this was probably laws being broken, but Kinsey ran one finger over the lace that covered her and Rosalie was already lost, a whine choking out her throat at the tease.
“You’re so bad letting me do this to you,” Kinsey whispered, her tongue slipping into her ear, her finger teasing again through the lace and Rosalie felt it, from somewhere dormant inside her, the woman she’d once been, the things she’d once done.
“Are you all talk?” she asked softly, drawing back to meet Kinsey’s eyes. “Or are you going to be able to make me come?”
Kinsey’s breath escaped in a hiss. She tugged Rosalie’s panties down, not a little way, but all the way to her knees. She grabbed Rosalie’s chin to hold her gaze as she slipped her other hand between her thighs, both of them gasping in unison as she discovered the desperate wetness she’d created there.
“Oh fuck, Rosalie,” she didn’t look away, even as Rosalie’s head fell back against the wall at the sensation. Slow fingers explored her wet folds, those eyes on her face watching hungrily as she surrendered entirely to Kinsey’s confident touch. 
“This is what happens when you try to resist me,” Kinsey told her. “You’re so wet, and it’s all for me.”
Rosalie could hardly breathe as Kinsey’s fingers worked her up even higher, the tension building in her body, ratcheting to almost breaking point as Kinsey’s mouth returned to her breasts, licking and sucking and biting as her fingers skillfully swirled.  
“Am I going to be able to make you come?” Kinsey’s voice was amused as she pulled back. “What a question. Are you going to be able to stop yourself from coming?” 
Her fingers stopped, right when Rosalie was almost on the precipice and that needy whine escaped her again at the torment. Kinsey’s lips smirked at Rosalie’s clear desperation. Then, her wrist curled and she pushed three fingers all the way inside her body.
The sound that escaped Rosalie made Kinsey’s eyes flash victoriously, and she began to thrust deeply, Rosalie’s hips jolting up fast and hungry to meet her. Kinsey didn’t let up, those slender muscles clearly not just for show. The heavy ache inside Rosalie grew in intensity until she was gasping for every breath.
“Kinsey,” she begged. “Kinsey-”
“Yeah that’s what I’ve been waiting for,” Kinsey panted as she thrust harder, “ever since I first laid eyes on you. You crying out my name with my fingers deep inside you. You need it so bad, don’t you honey?” Her left hand was suddenly there, pressing against Rosalie insistently, nudging and slipping right there, while her right drove deeply inside her, thrusting somewhere that felt desperately right.  
“Oh god,” Rosalie choked out, before every single part of her body went taut.
“You can come now,” Kinsey told her, almost matter of factly, and Rosalie came apart. The deep pressure inside her set off some kind of chain reaction through her entire body, muscles clenching, a spasm that seemed to shake her from her thighs to her toes, her back arching, her nipples tightening. A savage cry escaped her as she clenched down on Kinsey’s fingers. Her own hands gripped Kinsey’s hips to stop herself collapsing, her vision temporarily squeezing to black as bolts of pleasure raced through what felt like every damn nerve in her body.
“Oh god,” she just barely managed again, as she went limp against the wall.  Kinsey was breathing hard, her eyes dark.
“Oh Rosalie,” she murmured, “you’re going to ruin me, letting me see you come like that.” 
She slowly pulled her fingers out and Rosalie gasped, adjusting to the loss, then almost stopped breathing altogether as Kinsey slipped the three fingers into her mouth and slowly sucked the wetness from them. 
“You’re so fucking sweet,” Kinsey murmured, then kissed her with her taste on her tongue.  
It took a full minute for Rosalie to get ahold of herself, trembling against Kinsey, with her panties around her knees. She managed to push herself back off the wall eventually and fixed her bra, then her ruined panties, then her crumpled skirt. Kinsey didn’t help, rather she stood close and watched, her gaze both heated and amused. Rosalie narrowed her eyes as she buttoned up her shirt.  
“You don’t have to be so smug,” she said and Kinsey laughed.
“Oh, but I am,” she said, her eyes lighting up.    
“Do you want to get out of here?” Rosalie heard herself ask.
“You know,” said Kinsey. “I do.”



Chapter Six
Rosalie felt like she was walking on air as they escaped out into the night together. Her knees felt slightly wobbly and she felt a delicious ache lingering where Kinsey had thrust inside her, while her limbs felt like they could float away entirely.  
“You look good this way,” Kinsey said, a hint of tease in her eyes as they walked down the sidewalk together.
“What way?”
“Relaxed,” she said, “slightly debauched. Sex hair.”
“What?” Rosalie reached up and found that was definitely an accurate descriptor for what was going on with her locks. Kinsey walked her backwards into a doorway and slipped her hands into her hair, her fingers gentle as she helped fix the mess. Somehow they were kissing again. “Mm,” she announced weakly as Kinsey drew back. Good lord, they were literally making out on the street.
“My place or yours?” Kinsey said, her voice seductive. Rosalie hesitated. She thought of her quiet sanctuary, her pajamas folded neatly under her pillow, Lemonade’s meow. Then she thought of something else.
“Do you have roommates?” she asked. Kinsey nodded.
“There’s seven of them,” she said. “It’s a real party house. But don’t worry, a few of them will probably be out.”
Rosalie swallowed. This was what she got, after all, for having sex with a twenty-six year old. Kinsey dissolved into laughter. 
“Your face.” Kinsey’s eyes were sparkling with amusement. “I live alone, Rosalie. I like my space.”    
“Oh thank god.” Rosalie sighed with relief and tried to give Kinsey a dirty look, but her still slightly high smile kept sneaking out everywhere. “So your place then.”  
“I should have told you I lived with my parents,” Kinsey said as she guided them up a side street and Rosalie winced. Kinsey laughed again. “God,” Kinsey eyed her, “you’re so fucking cute when you’re uncomfortable.”
“Is that what that was?” Rosalie looked back, the streetlight gleaming off Kinsey’s gorgeous hair, her dark eyes glinting. “With the semi-public sex?”
Kinsey considered her, her teeth sinking into her lower lip just a little as they walked through the dark.
“It seemed to me like you enjoyed the hint of danger,” she said. “Sex with someone you thought you shouldn’t, somewhere you definitely shouldn’t. You’re an intriguing woman, Rosalie.”
“I’m usually very boring.” She had no idea why she was confessing this, not to someone so young and hot and obviously too cool for her.   
“I think that’s a lie,” Kinsey said simply. “But whether to me or to yourself, I’m not sure.” 
They walked in silence, something small coming alight in Rosalie’s chest. The cool air felt like a caress; the glow of the streetlights magical.
“God,” Kinsey continued after a minute, another smirk appearing on her lips. “I can’t believe Lane sent me off without even warning me how hot you are.”
Rosalie’s feet stopped moving almost without her realizing.
“Lane,” she said, her voice tight, “doesn’t think of me that way.” 
“There is literally no way they haven’t crushed on you since they were a tiny little adorable person.” Kinsey raised her eyebrows looking thoroughly amused. “I would stake my life on it.”
A horrible thought crossed Rosalie’s mind.
“You know though, don’t you,” she said, “that you can’t tell Lane about this? It would be way, way too weird.”
Kinsey’s smile faded. She rocked back slightly on her heels, her hands pushing deep into her pockets.
“I mean, I was hardly about to text them and say guess what I just fingerbanged Rosalie.”
“Oh god…I hope not.” Rosalie’s skin began to itch as she imagined it. Kinsey got a little furrow between her smooth brows.  
“Rosalie,” she said softly. “What I was hoping was that sometime next week I’d get to text them, I just took Rosalie to dinner, I think she’s fucking gorgeous, and then leave out the part where we had all kinds of incredible sex afterward.”
Rosalie looked down at her feet. An awkward montage raced through her head. Kinsey making her come desperately hard up against a wall in a bar. Kinsey with her annoyingly sexy, smug grin telling her friends about the older woman she’d picked up. Lane and Cassidy on a double date with Kinsey and Rosalie?  
“Kinsey,” she shook her head, a slow dawning realization moving through her. “This… this can’t happen.”
“What can’t happen?” Kinsey tilted her face. “Because something has already happened.”
“I…” Rosalie looked at her in the low light of the street, barely getting the words out. “I can’t date you. It wouldn’t work. You’re too… we’re in different places in our lives.” She almost stuttered the words. Kinsey wasn’t too young for Rosalie to have sex with, after all. Oh god, she was not a good person.
Kinsey’s face went very still. For a second, there were no sounds but the quiet of the sleeping street.
“Listen,” Kinsey said. “I like casual sex as much as anyone else. And I’m down for a one night stand. Usually.” Her teeth sunk into her lower lip, considering her words. “But I like you,” she said simply. “And I want the chance to get to know you. You’re telling me that can’t happen?”
“We’ve barely had a conversation. You literally don’t know me enough to like me,” Rosalie pointed out, her chest a little tight.
“Oh, I know enough,” Kinsey’s stance was firm. “I know you’re strong and deeply caring, that you’re kind and a little fiery. I know you’re not remotely boring, and that you’re hungry, Rosalie, I can see it.” She stepped closer on the quiet street, her fingers tucking into the front of Rosalie’s skirt, her body close, her eyes dark. “And I know you’re the hottest fuck I’ve ever had.”
“Kinsey-” she whispered, her head spinning. Kinsey stopped her.
“We could go back to my house right now and I could do things to you that you wouldn’t believe.” Her lips were so close that Rosalie’s breath grew short. “All night. And then, on Sunday, I’d fuck you so long and so hard you’d feel my touch all week.” 
For once Kinsey didn’t look smug as Rosalie struggled to hold back a whimper of want. Instead her eyes were a little cool. 
“But I want the version where I make you breakfast in the morning.” She let her fingers dip just lightly under Rosalie’s shirt, grazing her abdomen. “The version where I take you to dinner some night soon. The version where if that goes well, I eventually get to tell people about the woman that I’m seeing. That’s the only thing I’m going to want here.”
“I’m sorry,” Rosalie whispered. And god, was she ever sorry. “I can’t.”
“Can’t or won’t?” Kinsey asked. She drew back and gazed at her, searching her eyes. “Believe me,” she said a few seconds later, her voice wry, “I’m not the type to beg.” She hesitated. “But god you make it hard not to.”  
She leaned in and kissed Rosalie, kissed her until she was breathless, kissed her until every part of Rosalie longed to follow her and make damn sure she carried out every one of her threats. Then she drew back.
“Goodbye Rosalie,” she said, trailing one finger all the way down between her breasts, down her abdomen, over her skirt, ghosting over the juncture of her thighs. “You were fucking amazing.”  
She walked away.
Rosalie watched. Kinsey didn’t turn back once. Rosalie took a step after her. Then she stepped back. She turned all the way in a half circle, trying to leave, wanting to follow. She sank back on a low stone wall in front of someone’s house, staring up at the sky, trying to understand what had just happened, what she’d just done. Then slowly, she turned and walked all the way home.
She let herself in through her front door, kicked off her shoes, tossed the keys on the side table, and listened to the silence. For once, it didn’t sound like peace. It sounded like nothing.

Sunday was long. Rosalie did all her usual Sunday things. She cooked a great breakfast. She went for a walk. She read a book, curled up on the couch with Lemonade purring on her lap. She did yoga in the afternoon sunbeam that streamed through her living room window. She did laundry and got ready for another week.
And yet at every stage of her day, she thought about what could have been. Waking up in Kinsey’s bed, sore and sated, yet hungry for more. The breakfast eaten in a borrowed shirt, their bare legs brushing underneath the table. Kisses that tasted of maple syrup, up against the kitchen counter until the inevitable return to bed, Kinsey’s fingers, Kinsey’s mouth, Kinsey naked.  
It made her scrambled eggs taste like ashes and her walk aimless. She kept reading the same page over and over and her yoga session turned into one long savasana, lying on her back, staring blankly up at the ceiling and wondering exactly where she’d gone wrong in her life, or at least in the last twenty-four hours because god dammit she loved her quiet life. She loved it. One momentary slip-up with an inappropriately young woman should not be making her unravel.  
On Monday she went to work. Another conservative button-up, another plain skirt. Her hair in a bun, because Mondays were about being a damn professional.  
“How was your weekend?” asked Shelby as she entered the office, dropping her handbag on her chair. “Read a nice book? Your cat doing well?”
Rosalie looked at her.
“I had a wild one night stand with a hot twenty-six year old,” she said.  “We had sex at Howler up against a wall while the band played on stage.”
Shelby stared at her, her eyes going wide.  Then she laughed.
“Good one, Rosalie,” she snorted. “You really got me there.”



Before
“You should come with us.”
Rosalie looked up. She was sitting at her desk, doodling in the margins of her Math homework, even though it was after 10PM on a Saturday night.. Travis was away for the weekend with his family and Rachel and Savannah were getting ready to go to a party.
“What?” Rosalie asked, her pen falling from her hand.
“You should come. To the party,” Savannah said.
Rosalie heard a sound of minor outrage from Rachel behind her, where she’d just appeared in the doorway wearing a tiny, extremely tight red dress. She looked like a prom queen in a movie, the kind that was definitely going to wind up pregnant. It was overkill for some trashy teen party downtown, but that was Rachel.  
“She can’t come, she’s way too young.”
“She’s basically my age,” Savannah said, and Rosalie heard it for what it was. An apology. Her eyes lit up.
“I’m coming,” she decided, meeting her sister’s eyes. Rachel hesitated. She obviously wanted to argue, but it was clearly going to be two against one.  
“Alright,” she said throwing her hands up in the air, and Rosalie barely managed not to cheer out loud.  “But you’re not going dressed like that.”  
She pulled Rosalie out the door and together they tiptoed down the hall to Rachel’s room, where her sister poked and prodded and teased and treated her like her own personal Barbie doll. Rosalie squirmed and fought back until Rachel stared at her reflection in the mirror next to her.   
“Holy shit,” Rachel said. “I think I’m almost not ashamed to be related to you.”  
“There is literally no way I’m going out like this,” Rosalie kicked off the silly shoes, and grabbed one of Rachel’s long winter puffer jackets and zipped it on, covering herself from her neck to her knees. “It’s fucking freezing out there anyway.”
Back in the room Savannah was dressed in Rachel’s clothes too. Not like Rachel was, but in her own, understated Savannah way. Her jeans were tight, her top a cute silky camisole thing. When you looked like she did, you didn’t need a lot.  
“Your hair looks nice,” she said to Rosalie, who couldn’t help rolling her eyes. Rachel had given her some kind of up-do that again, made her feel like she was headed to prom, but she did admit that it definitely made her look older and more sophisticated. She shoved her feet into her regular converse eight-ups and barely holding back her glee, she slipped out the window after the other girls.
Outside it was bitingly cold and she was happy for the jacket. The three of them crept through the trees and snuck down the quiet suburban streets until they reached the edge of the city where their voices got high and free. Rosalie found herself laughing out loud and hugging herself. They were out of the stifling four walls of the house, the sky was big and black and covered with pinpricks of stars, the sounds of the city echoing down the streets and they could do what they wanted. This was what adulthood must feel like.  
Eventually they wound up in a weird industrial neighborhood, no bars or honky-tonks, no music floating out of the doorways, no excited tourists. No one else at all, actually. Then, the tinkle of a breaking bottle. The sound of electronic music. A guy’s laughter. Voices. Rachel was already shrugging out of her own jacket, as they turned down a little alleyway and Rosalie felt her heart pumping in her chest, unsure if she was more scared or excited. 
The music got louder, spilling out of a darkened door at the end of the alley. Rachel walked right through, already squealing as she saw a friend. Savannah turned to look at Rosalie with a small smile, before gently gripping her arm and tugging her in behind her.
Rosalie blinked at the sudden darkness, her eyes taking a full minute to adjust. A vast, cavernous warehouse sprawled out before her, the single set of lights and one mirror ball dangling near the center, leaving the corners in swathed shadows. Hundreds of glowsticks supplemented the low light, neon pinks and bright greens clashing with electric blues and vivid violet.  
Music thundered across the warehouse, maybe forty people on the dancefloor, all of them young, most of them ridiculously glamorous in a kind of seedy, alternative way. Rosalie instantly felt eight years old.
Rachel had already disappeared, for all her feigned concern about her little sister’s wellbeing, but Savannah stayed in sight. A gorgeous tall willowy girl with dark brown skin and gleaming black hair hugged Savannah tight. Savannah introduced her friend as Coral and they greeted each other briefly before Rosalie ran out of words to say. She stood by herself in her giant jacket, shoved to a corner by all the dancers, unsure where to go or who to talk to. Her head ached from the tight pull of her hair and she pulled out the pins Rachel had shoved in there, letting her hair fall down on her shoulders. They’d dressed up for this?
She saw her sister return and grab Savannah by the arm and pull her away into a dark corner. She marched after both of them.
“What are you doing?” Rosalie asked sharply when she caught up and her sister’s eyes snapped up with a trace of irritation.
“We’re splitting an ecstasy,” she said, like Rosalie was stupid for not knowing. Rosalie’s eyes narrowed.  
“Then you’re splitting it in three,” she said. Her sister scoffed, but fuck it. Fuck it. Rosalie wasn’t naive about what her sister had been getting up to and she also wasn’t going to be left out. Not after finally getting to be a part of everything. She was determined not to be the baby sister tonight, not to be the third wheel to their cozy twosome. 
Rachel eyed her but eventually shrugged and pinched apart the tiny white pill in her hand. All three of them put a segment into their mouths and swallowed, Rosalie wincing hard against the sharp poisonous taste in her mouth.
“Argh!” Rosalie shook her head. Savannah lifted the small bottle that had somehow materialized in her hand, offering it to her. It was some kind of super sweet vodka mix, which was also frankly disgusting, but it got rid of the pill taste after a few swigs.  
Rosalie’s stomach churned. What the hell were they all doing? What if the drug was some kind of bad batch and they died? What if this was the first step and Rosalie would wake up in three weeks a drug addict? What if the police came, would they go to prison? What even was this firetrap of a place and who were these people? 
She trailed around behind her sister and Savannah, not letting them out of her sight. They seemed beyond fine, comfortable even as they greeted friends and Rachel disappeared again despite Rosalie’s vigilance.
Her eyes went wide when an extremely beautiful brown guy stopped and said something clearly cheeky to Savannah who cocked her head, then leaned up, and kissed him full on the mouth. He kissed her back, and murmured something in her ear that made her smile, walking away with a glance over his shoulder that absolutely said he’d be back.  
“What the hell?” Rosalie demanded in her roommate’s ear. “I thought you were gay!”
“I like everyone.” Savannah said with a slightly dreamy smile. “And he’s cute.”
“Are you drunk?” Rosalie asked and Savannah just laughed.  
“No,” she said. “But don’t you feel it?”
“Feel what?” asked Rosalie. She was mostly feeling very, very warm in her puffer jacket, her cheeks flushed and her limbs weirdly soft.
“Look.” Savannah pointed, her smile wide and goofy. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
Rosalie looked. The silver light beneath the mirror ball fell like shining water, the people dancing below bathed in the shards of light. They were young and achingly lovely, so fucking free and perfect and Rosalie loved every single one of them with her whole heart. Her mouth opened. She turned her head to look at Savannah, who saw her face and started laughing.
“Oh shit,” Rosalie said. “You’re so beautiful.”
Savannah smiled wider. Her friend was glowing, her big blue eyes, her lovely skin, that smile.  
“So,” she said, her hand reaching out to briefly touch Rosalie’s hair, “are you.” 
They smiled at each other goofily for a moment. 
“Oh my god, come here,” Savannah commanded and grabbed the zipper of Rosalie’s giant jacket and pulled it down, tugging it off her arms. Rosalie let her. She didn’t care anymore and jesus it was hot. Savannah’s eyes went wide.  
Rosalie looked down at herself. The dress Rachel had stuffed her into was short, and black, clinging over her hips and plunging down between her boobs like she was literally some kind of bargain bin Spice Girl. In the mirror at home she’d only seen the ridiculous revealingness of it, the way her far too curvy body was displayed for anyone’s eyes and felt intensely uncomfortable. But right now, the way Savannah was staring at her, Rosalie realized for the first time that maybe what the feeling was, was sexiness.  
“Oh,” was all Savannah said, her eyes fixed on Rosalie’s body.  
“Are you just going to stare at me?” Rosalie asked, unable to stop smiling. Savannah’s eyes drifted up to her face.
“Oh fuck,” she said, her eyes somehow a little shocked as well as hazy. A smile crept over her mouth too and they both began to laugh.     
“There’s my favorite girls.” Suddenly Rachel was there, all three of them squished into a cuddle, before her sister pulled them both out onto the dance floor.
“Rachel,” Rosalie hugged her sister, pulling back to hold her arms urgently. “Rachel, you’re fucking beautiful. You are so goddamn beautiful. You have always been beautiful. I don’t know if I’ve ever told you that.”
Rachel laughed, her perfect soft curls spinning down her back, her teeth straight and white and neat, her skin gleaming under the lights. 
“I love you little sis,” Rachel told her as they spun. “I love you more than anyone even though you’re the most boring person I’ve ever met.” 
Rosalie laughed.
“I love you too. Even if you don’t know how to dress without literally showing the entire world your ass.”
They danced for minutes or hours, the music filling up her chest, the bass swelling there until it made her vibrate and at some point she turned around to see Savannah kiss Rachel lingeringly on the lips before drifting off into the crowd. Rosalie gasped.
“What the fuck?” she asked her sister. “Are you dating? Are you and Savannah having sex?” The thought bothered her more than anything, because she desperately didn’t want to be the third wheel. She wanted to be Savannah’s favorite damnit. She wanted-
“What?” Rachel started giggling. “Fuck no. Our little squirrel just escaped ground zero of the bible belt,” she told her. “She’s kissing literally everyone right now.”  
“Oh,” said Rosalie, relief crashing over her like a wave.
Rachel cocked her head and looked at her shrewdly.
“I bet she’d even kiss you, if you asked.”
Rosalie made a solid point of rolling her eyes.
“Whatever,” she said. Her stomach cramped.  



Chapter Seven
Kinsey found herself smashing the drums with unnecessary vigor tonight. Eliza gave her a slight side-eye halfway through their set. Fingers aching around her sticks, Kinsey tried to tone it down. The point was not to drown out Cassidy after all, but try as she might there was a solid slam in each beat. The tension in her body had to go somewhere after all.
It had been a week since she’d met Rosalie. In fact, pretty much at precisely this moment, one week ago, she’d had Rosalie pressed against the wall at Howler watching those beautiful eyes go wide. 
Kinsey smashed the drum kit harder. She could not get the image out of her mind, god, any of the images. Rosalie as she’d first seen her, gorgeous, tired and slightly prim in her office on a Saturday night; Rosalie with a glass of wine in her hand, temptation in her eyes; Rosalie with her clothes in disarray, her mouth-watering body almost bare in public, desperate for Kinsey to make her come; Rosalie sated and giggly, her eyes shining as Kinsey fixed her hair; Rosalie… rejecting her.
What a fucking rollercoaster. It was just a couple of hours out of her life, just a hot woman she’d briefly had the privilege of knowing. There were plenty more fish in the sea, no need to wallow for a week after. And yet. Kinsey could not stop thinking of her.  
It was aggravating. Sure, it was true she didn’t get turned down a lot, but it was more than the unexpected ego sting. She just couldn’t help thinking there was something there, something desperately right about Rosalie, like there was a woman she’d be happy to spend years unraveling, and yet Rosalie didn’t want her back. Well, that wasn’t quite accurate. Rosalie definitely wanted her - Kinsey swallowed a moan at the memory of all that slick wet want - but she wasn’t remotely prepared to consider Kinsey as a serious prospect. Hell she wasn’t even a dinner date prospect. And that was why Kinsey was in danger of causing irreversible harm to her snare drum.  
What was a decade, anyway? If Kinsey had set her sights on an older man he’d be dying to flaunt the younger woman on his arm. What was the exact process of internalized misogyny that made Rosalie feel like wanting her was shameful? Kinsey was younger but she wasn’t young. She was three-and-a-half years off from thirty, a grown damn adult by anyone’s standards. She wasn’t immature and she knew exactly what she wanted from life. Not that Rosalie had stuck around long enough to work that out.
“You good?” Lane asked her at the bar afterward, their eyes astute as always. Cassidy, Eliza and Franklin were already at a table a yard away, eyes bright and laughter high, waiting for Kinsey and Lane to bring a second round. Kinsey sighed. She was desperate to pick Lane’s brain and demand they tell her every single thing they knew about Rosalie, but she knew that would be a terrible transgression of trust of the woman who’d shared her body with her. She wouldn’t do it.  
“Ugh, you know,” she said instead. “Girl stuff.”  
Lane frowned.  “What’s up? I didn’t even know you were seeing someone.”
“I wish,” she said. “I liked someone. I maybe came on a little strong. They ran for the hills.”
“Huh,” Lane said thoughtfully. The two of them inched further up the queue. “No offense, but you seem a little too cool to have thrown yourself at someone who didn’t like you back.”
“Oh she liked me.” Kinsey had a little flash of Rosalie slipping her tongue into her mouth and she barely repressed a shiver. “Apparently actually dating me was out of the question though.”
“She wanted no strings,” Lane translated. “And you wanted a whole ball of them.”
“Pretty much.” Kinsey rolled her eyes at herself. “God. How embarrassing.”
“I used to feel that way,” Lane said. “Like the idea of liking someone enough that I could get hurt by them was pretty much the worst thing that could happen to me.”
“It’s not the greatest feeling,” Kinsey agreed.  
“Then Rosalie told me that I was stuck in a repeating pattern.” Kinsey almost flinched when they said her name, but Lane didn’t notice. “She said that having experienced rejection from my family, I anticipated rejection every time I met a girl, so I made sure to reject her first. But then the outcome was always the same: I ended up alone and not having the thing I actually wanted.”
“Rosalie sounds smart,” Kinsey said, her jaw clenching slightly against asking more.  
“She’s a pain in the ass.” Lane smiled. “I’ve literally never been able to get anything past her. But then again, she did counsel me for like an entire decade.”
“What do you mean?” 
“I was one of her shelter kids. You didn’t know?”
“Shit, Lane, no, I didn’t.” It explained why Rosalie had known Lane since they were a teenager, and why she seemed so creeped out by the idea of dating one of their friends. A hard fast professional boundary. Damn, even Kinsey had to respect that. 
“She saved my life. She and Sa- her best friend. Like, they’re both amazing. But anyway,” they changed tack, “her point was that being vulnerable enough to let yourself like someone meant tolerating rejection some of the time. But the alternative was to cut off your own feelings and miss out forever.”
“Ugh,” Kinsey said. “I think I need to get drunk.”
“That’s the spirit.” Lane slapped her on the back.  
They joined the others at the table, everyone toasting their beers to another great gig. Cassidy had been on fire. Her voice was always beautiful but the venue was bigger tonight, the sound system huge, and to hear her filling up the room… Kinsey knew it was just a matter of time before they blew up. They just needed the right break.
As if on cue, a woman stopped by their table.
“You were amazing tonight,” she said to Cassidy.  
“Thank you.” Cassidy smiled. She grinned at her band, sharing the compliment.
“Have you got a manager?”
Kinsey looked up. The woman was white, in her early thirties. Her coloring looked Irish, black hair, pale skin, hazel eyes. She was dressed casually, but her clothes were expensive and effortlessly cool.
“Not yet,” Kinsey said. “Why?”
The woman considered her. She pulled up a seat.
“I’m Hailey,” she said. “Hailey Driscoll. I manage a few artists around the place. I think we should talk.”

The next morning Kinsey met up with Cassidy for lunch at what had become their favorite diner. It was supposed to be breakfast, but Kinsey had followed through on the drinking she’d felt might soothe her ruffled feelings, only to find that waking up with a seedy belly and a headache did not, in fact, improve things.  
“So I googled Hailey,” Cassidy said, leaning toward her over the table. “She’s the real deal. She’s got a website and everything.”
Kinsey laughed.
“A website? Wow she’s definitely legit.”
Cassidy narrowed her eyes.  
“I also sent a message to Leon.” Leon was the lead singer of an up and coming band they’d opened for. Cassidy’s voice got faster and more excited. “He says she got them a lot of their bigger gigs, and she’s the reason they got signed.”
“To a low-key indie label,” Kinsey said, still hesitant in the morning light. “Which is awesome, but we’re going to go higher.”
“You’re so confident.” Cassidy sighed. “It’s not that I don’t believe you. I do believe you. Like, I believe in us-”
“Okay, Ted Lasso.”
“I just think we have to start somewhere. And she seems nice. Like we could trust her.”
“Hey ladies,” a voice broke in, the waitress finally arriving to take their order. She stopped and stared at Cassidy, doing a clear double take. “Oh wow, has anyone ever told you that you look exactly like a young version of Savannah Grace?”  
Cassidy went pink. Kinsey’s mouth dropped open.  
“Oh my god,” she said. “I always knew you reminded me of someone! I just couldn’t put my finger on it.”
“Thanks,” Cassidy said, her eyes falling to her menu. “That’s a great compliment - she’s gorgeous - I should definitely be so lucky. But thank you,” she smiled charmingly at the waitress. “I’ll have the mac ’n’ cheese please.”
“Maybe we should be a Savannah Grace cover band,” Kinsey joked after the waitress had walked away. God, no wonder she thought Cassidy was hot;  Savannah Grace was in her top five celebrity crushes for sure, maybe even top three. Cassidy didn’t laugh. Her jaw was clenched tight. Kinsey frowned. She hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings. “I’m just teasing you,” she reassured her. “I love the songs we’re coming up with. Pretty soon we’re not going to have to do any covers at all.”
“And Hailey?” Cassidy asked, clearly keen to move on. Kinsey rested her chin against the heel of her palm, brows furrowed. So far, they’d made pretty good decisions together and she wasn’t exactly keen to hand over the reins to anyone else.  
“We could give her a try,” she said finally. “Like a trial. But if either of us feels uncomfortable with her direction then we’re out.”
“Deal,” agreed Cassidy. She picked up her phone and sent a message.
“Did you literally just text her already?” 
“I’m done with waiting around,” Cassidy said. “I’m ready. Aren’t you?”



Chapter Eight
Hailey was the real deal, Cassidy decided, as they got ready to walk on stage for their biggest show yet. They’d finally had a real sit-down meeting with their new manager a fortnight ago. Hailey worked out of a home office so they’d met her at a fancy restaurant downtown. Hailey had paid. 
“Here’s what I think,” Hailey said, after she listened to the two of them talk about what they wanted, where they wanted to go. “I think you’re talented performers, your songs are great and you’re both super easy on the eye,” she smiled, though Cassidy noted her eyes fall on Kinsey as she said it. “You look like stars to me. I want to represent you because I know I can help you, but I also want to, because honestly, I think you’re going to make my career.”
Kinsey looked at Hailey from under her lashes and Cassidy nearly snorted. Honestly it was hard to tell sometimes when Kinsey was flirting deliberately, or when it was just who she was.  
“Mutually assured success?” Kinsey said. 
“That’s it.” Hailey curved in a sly smile. “I won’t let you fail, because I refuse to fail.”
It was a good argument, especially when she presented them with a comprehensive six month plan she’d already worked out. And now, here they were, walking on stage as an opening act for another band Hailey represented, with an audience of two-thousand. Eliza and Franklin were playing every gig with them now, but Kinsey was hesitant to make anyone other than her and Cassidy official, a position Cassidy supported, for now. Both were nice people and great musicians, but there was something more than that between her and Kinsey.  
She didn’t entirely understand it, but she knew she didn’t want anyone else interrupting their dynamic. They were friends, of course, but when they wrote songs together as they increasingly were starting to do, there was an intensity there that felt private. It wasn’t romantic or sexual, at least it wasn’t on Cassidy’s side, but it was slightly confusing. She craved it, the time they spent together in Kinsey’s apartment, instruments in hand, voices in harmony, ideas flowing, songs being created. It felt almost as fulfilling and exciting as sex in its own way. And, if she were entirely honest with herself, it was kind of a turn-on.  
Was that weird? Cassidy didn’t know who to ask. Before she and Lane had gotten together, Cassidy had been adamant: it was music she wanted to focus on, not romance. Somehow, the romance had come first, and now, incredibly, she had both. It was delicious and surprising and it seemed somehow, like maybe she was going to get to have everything she’d ever wanted in her life. What scared her though, was what would happen if she ever had to pick between them.  
It wasn’t entirely an abstract worry. Lane was supportive and proud, and Kinsey respected their relationship too. But between the two of them Cassidy was spending a lot of time in each of their spaces. She and Kinsey wrote, rehearsed, played gigs, talked and dreamed together five or six days a week. Then, even though Cassidy technically still kept her own room in her sister’s house, every night she was wrapped around Lane; their chemistry and desire for each other only seemed to be getting stronger. Sometimes it felt like a sexual obsession, something Cassidy would never have dreamed she’d have felt just a year ago. 
And more than that, there were just so many feelings. She’d catch sight of Lane, throwing her tiny niece Emmeline up in the air and making the baby giggle, or see their eyes light up as she walked toward them in the bar after a gig and it would feel like her heart was about to explode.  
So what would happen if the band truly took off? She’d spent enough time around Savannah and Brynn to understand the relationship pressures of touring. Brynn was about to start touring her new album in a couple of months and the negotiations at home were intense. Sure, they had two children in the mix, but that was yet another factor for Cassidy too. Where Emmeline and Tucker went, so went Lane. It wasn’t just Cassidy who could end up on the road. The idea of being without them made her chest tight. But the idea of chasing another person instead of her own dreams was abhorrent to Cassidy too.
The short version of all that? If it came down to Lane or the band, she had no idea what she’d pick.
The tension in her heart didn’t let up as they walked out on stage in front of their biggest audience yet, but somehow, getting swept up in her feelings worked. So many of their songs were about Lane, when it came down to it. She hadn’t set out to do it that way, but between them there was so much material. The months of unfulfilled lust, the longing, the angst…then the delicious shock of being chosen, the intensity of finally being wrapped up in their arms, the romance of it, the sex…well, it was all the well-worn themes of musical gold. On stage that night she felt every second of it, acutely, sparkling within her like the desperately fragile magic that it was.  
She came off stage and there, immediately, was Kinsey.  
“What the fuck Cassidy?” Her eyes shone. “What the fuck are you doing? Where is this coming from? You were incredible!” Her bandmate, collaborator and co-conspirator pulled her into a ferocious hug. They’d never hugged before and it felt weird, but also, kind of fucking wonderful, the whole package of Kinsey - her musical brain, her work making Cassidy’s work glow - all pressed up in an actual live body with their arms around her.   
Then, there was Lane, waiting in the wings. Kinsey released her and Cassidy was in their arms, strong, secure, full of protection and love, the scent of their skin and the promise of hungry fulfillment later. Cassidy felt weak-kneed with how good it was.  
“Babe,” the word was half-breath, tickling her ear slightly and making her shiver, “oh my god.” It wasn’t like Lane to be speechless, but she saw it all there, in their eyes. There was adoration, there was lust, there was pride, and, she saw now, a hint of fear. She realized then that Lane knew too, what success for her might mean for them, and she didn’t know how to make it any better.
The next day, Cassidy got a phone call.
She was out in the fields behind the house, brushing down her favorite of Savannah’s beautiful horses, Jasper, the chestnut gelding who had mutually adopted Cassidy as his official human of choice. She’d taken him out for a couple of hours, up into the forest track, telling him all about her dreams and anxieties. He always made her feel better.
As she turned to walk down the path toward the house, her phone rang.  The number was unfamiliar and she almost ignored it.
“Hello?” she said, her tone short, already ready to hang up.
“Cassidy.” the response was just as sharp, the accent German. “I saw your show last night.”
Cassidy stumbled on the path.
“Greta?”
“I think it’s time you recorded something, don’t you?”
“I…”
“Get a studio space, and I’ll produce.”
Cassidy lost the power of speech. Her mouth hung open and not one single sound came out.
Greta was the most sought after producer in Nashville. She produced Savannah Grace. Anyone, who was really, truly anyone, as long as they were in the absolute top tier, they all had Greta to thank for their success. Brynn - who’d already signed a major record deal and had released a widely critically acclaimed album - had described herself as the lowest profile artist that Greta condescended to work with. It had been through watching her sister-in-law work her ass off to please Greta that Cassidy had met her, sitting in silence in the sound room with her, learning everything she could. She was terrifying and exacting and, according to Brynn, the whole reason Brynn’s impending second album was shaping up to be an incredible commercial hit.
“Greta,” Cassidy said, leaning on the nearby fence to steady the dizzy sensation in her belly. For Greta to produce an unknown, unsigned artist was like the President turning up to babysit your child. “What studio space?” she said stupidly, as if Greta McCafferty was going to do her admin for her. 
Greta huffed.
“Wherever. Somewhere good. Put it on Savannah’s tab.”
She hung up.
Cassidy’s mouth hung agape. She looked around, no one but the trees and the birds to confirm what she’d just heard. She threw herself backwards in the grass and squealed up at the sky.

She called an emergency meeting with Kinsey that afternoon. Kinsey had just returned from her shift at the cafe and jumped out of the shower as Cassidy arrived. Her hair was wet and she’d clearly thrown on a random t-shirt and shorts to answer the door.
“What the fuck is up?” Kinsey said, bouncing slightly on her heels with impatience. Cassidy hadn’t given her much, just told her she had something urgent to discuss.  
“Do you want to record a demo or two?” she asked. 
Kinsey frowned.“Yeah, I guess? I mean, Hailey had it on the list for in the new year right? After we’d built up a little more buzz and had time to get everything in place.”
“The thing is,” Cassidy said, “I kind of had a call from a family friend who said they’d produce it for us if we lined up the time and the place.”
Kinsey fidgeted with the hem of her t-shirt.
“Listen,” she said, “I think we should listen to Hailey. No offense, but I’m not sure that just cos some family friend wants to give producing a go we should jump ahead on the timeline.”
“It’s Greta McCafferty,” Cassidy said. 
Kinsey cocked her head. Then she laughed.
“You’re hilarious. But I’m not that easily pranked.” She looked at Cassidy for a few seconds, saw the seriousness of her expression and all of a sudden the blood drained from her face. “You’re serious,” she whispered. Cassidy nodded. “Greta McCafferty is a family friend? What the fuck oh my god what-” Kinsey was actually babbling.
“Turns out she was at our gig last night. She called me this morning. She’ll give us three songs, enough for a demo.”
“Cassidy,” Kinsey said slowly, “a demo for what? We might as well record you reading the back of a cereal box. Having Greta McCafferty volunteering to back us is like saying Jesus will promote us. Every record label in the world will take us seriously.”
Cassidy hadn’t thought of it that way.  
“Well,” she said, “I found us a studio space for next month. Reckon you can take a week off work?”
“I’ll quit my fucking job if I have to,” Kinsey flung herself down on the couch and stared at her. “Though, a week in a studio? I’m gonna need a second job to help pay for that.”
“Um,” Cassidy said, “that’s the other thing. My sister is giving it to us. Like a gift.”
Kinsey shook her head as if to clear it, then got up abruptly. She went into the kitchen and came back with two beers and handed Cassidy one.  
“I don’t know what to say,” she said, taking several large mouthfuls, her dark eyes far away. “That’s exceptionally generous. Maybe we can pay her back when we get a goddamned record deal off the back of this.” 
“I don’t think that’s going to be required,” Cassidy said, both pleased and awkward all at once. “My sister is kind of loaded.” A wild understatement really, considering Savannah’s insane property folio, let alone her multi-million dollar empire.  
“Your life is wild,” Kinsey said. “Greta McCafferty having your phone number, your wealthy family bankrolling everything-”
Cassidy sat up straight, her face hot.
“Listen,” she said, her voice going tight. “I grew up behind a trailer park, okay? Like not even in it, that’s how little money we had. I came from nothing. Sa- my sister, is incredibly kind and I know I’m exceptionally lucky to have her support, but if we make it, it’s because we’re fucking good, okay? We’re not going to ride on anyone’s coattails.”
Kinsey stared at her.
“Shit. I stepped on something there,” Kinsey held up her hands in surrender. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m beyond grateful.”  
Cassidy couldn’t shake her discomfort. Was this riding Savannah’s coattails? It was Savannah’s producer and Savannah’s money after all. Shit. Should she have said no? Where was the line between wanting to go it alone and self-sabotage? Between accepting help and getting a free ride?  
“Cassidy.” Kinsey slid off the couch onto the floor, sitting close to her. “Before I knew you had any of those things, I was all in. You’re a killer songwriter, your voice is beautiful and you’re a great performer. Also,” she added, cocking her head slightly, “I literally just noticed that you’re hot.” 
Cassidy looked away, but she couldn’t help her small smile. 
“You’re the whole package,” Kinsey said. “And if Greta McCafferty has noticed it, you can be sure it’s because you’re the real deal.”
Cassidy bit her lip.
“She’s going to work us into the ground,” she warned her. “You know that right?” Cassidy gripped tighter to her beer, suddenly feeling the need to drain the whole bottle. She didn’t know how to explain to Kinsey what was coming. “She is going to literally destroy our souls and everything we hold dear. She’s going to leave us broken on the floor.”
Kinsey blinked.  
“Sounds like my kind of woman.”



Before
Rosalie huffed. It was less than a month since Rachel had dressed her up for the party and here she was again in an uncomfortably tight dress, her sister tugging it down to show her cleavage and Rosalie tugging it back up again.    
“What do you think?” Rachel asked Savannah where she lay stomach down on Rosalie’s bed. Her gaze was focused on a weighty library book titled North American Meterology like it was a damn thriller. She didn’t seem to register the question. 
“Hey, Squirrel, I’m talking to you!” 
Savannah barely glanced up to see Rosalie in her prom dress. “You look pretty,” she said, before going back to the weather.
Rosalie sighed. She supposed pretty was the word for it. The dress was the exact shade of green that redheads were supposed to wear, and it did make her eyes pop, especially with Rachel’s expert makeup application, her eyelids sparkling. Her hair was swept half-up, a few strands hanging artfully loose. It was all exactly as it should be, for an almost seventeen-year-old on prom night, except goddamnit, why was her body so unruly? There wasn’t a dress she’d tried that didn’t cling to her boobs or show the flare of her hips. There was a reason she wore her school uniform two sizes too big.  
Travis arrived and her best friend did a double take at the front door.  
“You…you look great, Ro,” he said, his eyes darting to his feet. Rosalie frowned. She wasn’t sure if he was doing the embarrassed-to-be-seen-with you kind of head duck or the Savannah kind.  
They’d just about made it down the front steps when her mother appeared behind them.
“Stop right there young lady,” Rosalie’s mom said in a bright sing-song voice. “We’re going to need some pictures!” 
Rosalie sighed, meeting Travis’s eyes with a grimace. They stepped back into the house and posed awkwardly, Travis putting his arm around her like an actual date, Rosalie stiff as a board. 
“It’s about time you dressed like a real young lady,” her mother tutted. 
Rosalie’s spine went even more rigid, indignation spiking in her chest. She grabbed Travis’s hand and towed him out the door without sparing her mother a second glance.  
Travis’ truck door slammed behind her and she groaned. “God, she sucks.”
“I mean, she’s just being proud of you,” he said, his tone reasonable. Rosalie glared at him. “What?” he asked. “You look amazing. She can’t even admire you all dressed up?”
“If she wants a glamorous daughter, she can find Rachel,” she said flatly. “They could talk makeup, hair and fashion all night and day if she wanted. That’s not ever going to be me and the fact she’s trying to make it that way is intensely stupid. You know it is.”
Travis shook his head, his truck rumbling to life. “You’re hard on them is all.”
“Not hard enough.”
They drove on in silence until Travis flicked on the radio and they didn’t have to talk until he’d pulled up in the parking lot of the school.  
They ducked into the auditorium together, watching from the sidelines, the weirdness of seeing your peers all dressed to the nines and trying to look grownup bonding them back together. Travis had been her date to every school dance since middle school. They had a routine down. Walk in together, have the obligatory photo taken, greet their other friends, then lean against the wall and have a good people watch, making snide comments, cracking jokes and generally being Rosalie and Travis against the world.
“Want to dance with me?” he said. She’d looked at him, nonplussed.
“Okay,” she agreed. 
Travis led her out onto the dance floor and messed around, doing silly moves and taking the piss. A slow song started and he kind of shrugged, then pulled her close. They figured out where to put their hands and swayed awkwardly under the soft lights.  
“Ros,” he said, his hands on her waist. “You’re really fucking beautiful, you know that?”
She smiled at him. Travis was her best and oldest friend. It felt weird to have him compliment her, but also, kind of nice.  
“Thanks buddy.” 
His forehead furrowed. He looked adorable tonight, with his curly mop of sandy hair and his big brown eyes, above his older brother’s suit.
“No,” he said. “I mean you’re fucking beautiful.” He dipped his head and kissed her. She was so surprised that she let him, his mouth warm, his freshly shaved skin still kind of scratchy. His tongue tried to enter her mouth and she jerked back.
“Travis.” She was flabbergasted. “What the fuck?” She clapped her hand against her forehead.
“Shit!” he said, dropping his hands from her waist. “I’m sorry. I’ve wanted to do that for ages.” He ran his hand through his hair, agitated. “In my head you were going to kiss me back though.”  
Snickers rippled out around them. Ellie Franklin elbowed Brett Garrett, people starting to turn and stare. Rosalie glared at them, then took Travis’s hand and towed him off the dance floor and out into the fresh air.  
They sat side by side on the wide concrete steps to the auditorium under the moonlit sky. Behind them the music thudded dully behind the walls as Rosalie’s thoughts chased themselves in loops.
“I don’t feel that way about you,” she said after a while. “But I love you. You’re my best friend.”
“Fuck Rosalie,” Travis groaned. “I love you too. But I think I actually love you.”
“No,” she said calmly, though her insides felt hot and panicky. “I’m sure you don’t. It’s just like, hormones or whatever. We’ll be fine.”
“It’s not hormones,” Travis jerked his chin up. “We’ve known each other pretty much our whole lives. I’ve loved you forever, you know, as a friend. And then,” he hesitated, “then you went and got hot.”
Rosalie glared at him.
“I got boobs Travis,” she snapped. “Let's call it what it is. I grew boobs and you suddenly stopped seeing me as your friend and started seeing me as a girl.”
“You are a girl though? It’s not just that, fuck. Half this school has b… breasts,” he stuttered over the word, his eyes skittering over her body, proving her fucking point. “You got hot, and I didn’t, and now we’re fucked.”
“We’re not fucked. And you are hot,” she argued, but by his huff she wasn’t convincing. But it was true. There were definitely girls around who liked him, she knew that. “You’re a good-looking guy.”
“Not hot enough for you though, huh?” he sounded defeated.
“Not the right kind of hot,” she corrected. Behind them, a pop song finished and a slow song started. She tried to imagine what right kind of hot he’d have to be for her to want to have her friend’s tongue in her mouth and she came up short.
“I know it’s like, prom, or whatever,” he said eventually. “But I’m going to have to go. Want me to drop you home?”
“Yes please,” she said, wanting nothing more than to be out of there, out of this weirdness, out of this problematic dress. 
They drove home in the kind of silence that not even the radio could cover. When they arrived outside her house, he stopped the truck, but didn’t turn off the engine. 
“I’ll see you at school on Monday?” she asked.
“I don’t know Rosalie,” he said quietly. “I don’t know if I can do this anymore.”
“You don’t know if you can be my friend?” Her voice cracked. “After being friends our whole lives.”
“I can’t help it that I want more.” He swallowed, his throat working hard. “I’m always going to look at you, and I’m going to want more.”
Rosalie felt a hot jolt of rage, her eyes burning with tears. She got out of his familiar old truck and slammed the door behind her. Throwing away an entire lifetime together just because he wanted to make out with her?  
She stalked across the street towards her house. She was also, in a weird way, mad at herself. If she could just like him back it would solve a whole bunch of problems she wasn’t sure she wanted to face. His truck roared away down the street and her tears spilled down her cheeks.  
At the steps to her house, she suddenly froze. Her dad’s voice roared through the wall and window, shaking the panes. Oh fuck. Rosalie sprinted up the stairs into the house.
“That’s enough!” The yells echoed from the far end of the house. Her first thought was Savannah, but as she rounded the corridor, it was Rachel’s door splayed open, light spilling out into the hallway, the sound of something crashing to the floor. 
“That’s more than enough–” Rachel’s dead name ricocheted through the house, hitting Rosalie’s like the screech before a car crash. Her father yelled it again, his voice raw with fury. “I’m drawing a line. You’re too old now to keep playing make believe, like this.”
Rosalie shoved herself past her father who was taking up the whole door frame.
“Don’t call her that!” she yelled and squeezed by her mother sitting on Rachel’s bed, sobbing like this was all about her. Rachel cowered against the wall, white and shaking, tears soaking into the neckline of her party dress, clearly about to sneak out. Her makeup bag was upended on the floor, lipsticks and eyeliners everywhere, a broken concealer bottle leaking into the rug. 
Rosalie rushed to her sister, wrapping her arms around Rachel’s shaking shoulders. “Don’t you see what you’re doing to her?' You’re fucking killing her.”
“Look at what you’ve done to this family.” Their mother looked past Rosalie to Rachel, her voice high and trembling. “You’ve wrapped your little sister up in your fantasy world too. You’re bringing her into this.”
“You’re the one in the fantasy world!” Rosalie cried. “You know who she is;  I know who she is! To pretend otherwise is torture-”
“Stop this nonsense at once!” her father bellowed. “I won’t have either of you speaking to your parents like this. We’ve been putting up with the two of you treating us like we’re the bad guys for far too long. It’s tearing this family apart. It’s tearing your mother apart.” He gestured to his wife who was covering her face and weeping like a professional mourner at a funeral. He got within a foot of Rachel and Rosalie clutched her tighter. “Either you behave like a man or we’re getting you professional help.”
Rachel sagged in Rosalie’s arm, a whimper escaping her lips.
“Help?” Rosalie cried. Her stomach cramped, the punch from prom night roiling in her stomach.   “Help would be supporting her! Help would be letting her be who she is in her own fucking home-”
“Rosalie,” her father thundered. “You are the child in this situation and I am the parent. For the love of god, shut your mouth for once.” He glared at them both. Then his gaze switched to Rachel. “Your mother and I love you very much,” he said. “And we want you to be happy. There’s a clinic in Alabama that we’ve looked into. Think of it like a summer camp, except it’ll help you to accept who you are and manage your confusion in a healthy way.”
“A conversion center,” Rachel whispered, her voice cracking. Tears brimmed her waterline, her eyes glassy. Rosalie gripped her hand.    
“Call it what you like,” her father said. “But given this-” he screwed up his face, glaring at her outfit, “we’re giving them a call in the morning.”
“No fucking way,” Rosalie hissed.
Rachel turned to her. Her warm brown eyes were bloodshot from crying and her hand gripping Rosalie’s was sweating. Rachel leaned down and kissed her cheek and Rosalie could smell the vanilla of her favorite body spray.  
“Love you little sis,” Rachel said. Then she ripped open her window and leaped down onto the grass. She ran without looking back. 
“No!” Rosalie cried, poised on the sill to follow. “Wait!” 
She stopped herself. She’d only slow her down and god knows Rachel was better off with her friends tonight than she was here at home. She turned back to face down her parents.  
“Let him go,” her father said calmly, though his face was flaming red. “He’ll come back.”
Rosalie squared up, her whole body trembling.
“You have no fucking idea what you’ve done,” she said. Her mother reached for her and Rosalie slapped her hands away. “No,” she spat. “Leave me the fuck alone. I hate you both.”
She ran for the door, tumbling blindly down the hall to wrench her own bedroom door open, slamming it closed behind her. Heart pounding, she flicked the lock, sealing herself inside the room, nothing but the sound of her ragged breathing. The window was closed and the room was empty. Savannah must have heard the shouting and fled. She gasped out a single shocked sob. 
Her closet door creaked open. Savannah stepped out, her face pale, her eyes round with fear. Rosalie crumpled when she saw her.
Savannah reached for her and pulled her into her arms and Rosalie wept.  



Chapter Nine
Rosalie was doing great. She really was. She’d caught up with some old friends for dinner on Wednesday night and they’d all shared stories reminiscing about their wild twenties, before both sets of couples at the table left early, citing small children who’d be restless in the night and babysitters to relieve. She’d felt smug as she finished her glass of wine at the empty table, and then went home to her silent house. Her peaceful house, that was.  
She’d impressed Shelby by announcing that on Saturday afternoons she’d started going to an indoor rock wall to learn how to climb, her arm muscles shaking and sore as she lazed in the bath that night. Then, that Sunday she’d found a new vintage market, buying on a whim, an old set of drawers she imagined figuring out how to restore. She was doing interesting stuff. Being spontaneous. Leaving the house. Maybe she’d learn French or how to throw clay or something. Then young Rosalie could stop nagging her  about her not fully taking advantage of her adult freedoms. Honestly, what the hell did her sixteen year old self know about the world anyway? She’d eaten strawberry pop tarts for breakfast every day.    
Lately the memories seemed to be slamming her harder than usual. It was the Republicans, she was pretty sure, because who’d have thought that things could have gotten worse for trans kids than they’d been back in 2002? That and the phone call she kept declining: her mother calling again. Not a chance, mom, she thought.
She attended a round table of state-level lobby groups, everyone exhausted but ready to fight. She presented arguments before the state legislature, a woman screaming at her that she was a pedophile kiddy groomer on her way out the door. She spoke to Savannah and got their security upgraded to around the clock after a man walked in off the street with a placard saying Save Our Children on it and shouted conspiracy theory garbage at Rosalie while she neatly closed the door to the office before he could spot Shelby. They had to temporarily shut down their phone lines after a “feminist” organization began to target them with abusive calls, because nothing says feminism like death threats from women who associated with Nazis.
She pulled her staff into a meeting, from Shelby to the receptionist, the youth workers who staffed the emergency housing and all the regular volunteers to check in.  
The small boardroom at the back of the centre quickly filled with humanity and despair. Every seat at the table was taken, some with shoulders back, ready for a call to action, others propping themselves against the walls, shoulders slumped. Rosalie’s heart cracked when she saw Lane, their eyes blazing with hope as Rosalie stepped to the front of the room.
“Times are rough,” she said simply, then cast her eyes at the ceiling, acknowledging the understatement. “I want you to know that I see all of you, and the work you’re doing under immense pressure is incredible. They see it,” she gestured out to the center and all the kids they supported, “which matters even more.” 
She heard a sniff and saw that one of the volunteers was crying. Cracks were showing left, right and centre. She watched as one of her youth workers slipped an arm around the volunteer’s shoulders, bolstering their colleague.
“These things move in cycles,” she took a deep breath, trying to ground herself, “and progress is never linear. The cycle will move on eventually and everyone will be able to breathe a little easier. This won’t last forever. But I’m not prepared to lose anyone. If you need a breather, you can tell me. If you need to quit, you can tell me. If you need someone to talk to, I’ve secured a psychologist from within the community and who specializes in burn out. I’d encourage you all to speak with her, in fact. We’ve got security who will escort you to and from your car if anyone feels unsafe and I’d encourage you to use that service too. Above all,” she said, “you matter. Your safety, your mental health, your ability to thrive, all of it matters. So please know I’m available any time, day or night.”
Afterward Shelby sat down with her.
“That was a good speech,” she said. Rosalie raised her chin. Shelby was many amazing things, but a complimenter was not generally one of them. “Are you going to take your own advice?” 
“Of course!” scoffed Rosalie. “Security has been walking me everywhere. I know the names of all their kids and their marital concerns at this point.”
“And the burnout counselor?”
She tilted her head. “I’m good,” she said. 
Shelby clucked her tongue, her eyebrows making obvious her view on that. Rosalie ignored her. She was resilient. She’d coped with worse and she’d cope with this. She was relieved her staff could speak to someone, but she herself didn’t need help to remain functional. 
She worked through lunch, pulling in the volunteer who’d been crying, counselled them, then sent them home early. She glared at her computer screen, distantly noting that she had 107 new emails she had to wade through. Her desk phone rang. 
When Shelby walked in, she found Rosalie on the floor in a ball, her back to the wall, sobbing.  
“Rosa, what’s wrong?”
And that’s when she had to look her friend in the eye and tell her it had happened again.  
“Chloe,” Rosalie said, choking on the name, unable to continue for a full minute. “She didn’t make it.”
Chloe, with her big dark eyes and sweet singing at Kinsey’s songwriting session, her obsession with early 2000s boy bands that she called retro. Chloe who only ever heard her correct pronouns once a week when she came to the center. Chloe, who was so brave for so long, until the darkness became too much. 
Rosalie and Shelby sat for as long as they could, cold hands gripped tight, balled-up kleenex surrounding them as they slowed their shaking breaths. Then, they got off the floor and swung into action, following the protocols they’d developed together after one too many phone calls like the one Rosalie had just taken. Rosalie arranged the bereavement counselor while Shelby alerted the staff. The youth worker checked in on the two kids who lived on site and let the night worker know ahead of time. They sent a pair of outreach workers down to check in with the kids they knew within the homeless population, in case any of them were close to Chloe and needed support.  
“I’ll head down to the activity room for this afternoon’s cooking session,” Rosalie told Shelby. Chloe had been a regular attendee and there was about to be a collection of further traumatized kids there.
“No,” said Shelby. “You won’t.”
Rosalie’s spine stiffened. “Excuse me?”
“You’re not the right person,” she said. “I’m devastated too, of course I am. Every time we lose someone…” she trailed off, before she raised her chin, eyes narrowed as she made her pronouncement. “You,” she said, “are triggered though. And that’s different altogether.” 
“That’s not a fair thing to say,” Rosalie said quietly. “We’ve all lost people we love.”
“Yeah,” said Shelby. “We weren’t all sixteen at the time. And a lot of us have done a whole pile of work processing our shit. You know, like with burnout counselors.”
“I’m a social worker,” Rosalie reminded her. “I’ve got a master’s degree. Do you know how much professional supervision I had to go through to get that? I’ve processed a lot of shit.”
“You know as well as I do that that’s not the same thing as going to see someone.” Their eyes locked, neither woman backing down. “Rosa,” Shelby said. “I’m worried about you.”
“We literally just had a death-”
“Yeah. We work with the most vulnerable youth on the planet. It’s not the first time and it’s not the last time. We both cried when we heard the news, but you still haven’t stopped.”
“What?” Rosalie touched her cheek, fingers coming away wet, and looked down at her shirt. Tear drops soaked the cotton, the fabric sticking to her hot clammy skin. Shelby nodded meaningfully as Rosalie slowly registered the state she was in. 
“Okay,” she acknowledged, eventually, wiping her eyes. “I’m always going to struggle when a child dies because the world fucking sucks. But I know Chloe isn’t Rachel.”
“Do you?”  
“What does that mean?”
“I can see the guilt in your eyes. We did what we could, Rosalie. We did everything we could. Just like you did back then.”
It wasn’t enough though, was it, came the voice in her head.

Rosalie finally managed to stop crying, but she let Shelby go and speak with the kids in the cooking session. She sat in the office and stared blindly at her stack of admin tasks. She went through Chloe’s file, trying to understand if she’d missed something she shouldn’t have. She made a note of which school Chloe had attended and sent an email to the principal, providing details of support options for queer kids at her school which she knew from past experience would probably be ignored. She took a couple of calls - one from a distressed kid and another from an abusive TERF.
“Kids are dying,” she snapped into the phone. “Go fuck yourself you fascist cunt.” 
“Nice to know you haven’t lost any of your finesse.”
Rosalie’s head snapped up, and there in the doorway, blonde, beautiful, and looking like a billion bucks, stood Savannah Grace. “I heard,” she said simply, her eyes meeting Rosalie’s. Rosalie covered her face and cried. Savannah tugged her up out of her chair, into her arms and held her.

An hour later the two of them sat on Rosalie’s sofa, curled up like bookends. She felt Savannah’s eyes on her face. After security had escorted them to Rosalie’s car, Savannah had straight up pretended she still knew how to drive after too many years of being chauffeured from place to place. Rosalie was grateful to have made it home alive. She looked back at her friend.    
“I think,” she said slowly, “that I’m maybe having a mid-life crisis.”
Savannah snorted. 
“Only if you’re only planning to live until-”she paused and did a mental calculation.“Oh shit, maybe you are,” she breathed, her eyes going wide. Rosalie laughed. “What are your symptoms?” Savannah asked her, topping up her glass of wine before curling back up on the couch. “Have you started purchasing luxury vehicles?”
“No, but I did start rock climbing,” she said. “And I considered starting a language class or maybe doing pottery.”
“Pottery…” Savannah whispered, looking truly disturbed. “Ros,” she said, her face serious, “it’s been forever. I think you probably need to go and get laid.”
“Ugh.” Rosalie tipped her head back and stared up at the ceiling. She scrunched back down on the sofa as if she could hide from her own actions. “That’s maybe what kicked all this off,” she said with a slight wince. “I had some super hot sex with someone I shouldn’t have.”
“Oh my god, finally!  This is why we’re still friends,” Savannah said, sitting up straight, her eyes bright. “Tell me everything. In detail.”
Rosalie opened her mouth. Then she closed it again.“I don’t want to. I feel like if I talk about it, it’ll ruin the…magic.”
“You don’t want to tell me because you don’t want me to ruin your ability to fantasize about it,” Savannah accused, looking straight up intrigued.   
“It was really hot,” Rosalie admitted, cheeks burning at the memory.  
“Someone you shouldn’t, huh?” Savannah tapped her chin thoughtfully with one perfectly manicured finger. “Well, that’s going to drive me nuts.” 
“I’m not telling you,” Rosalie said. “But it all seems to have left me spiraling a little, and I don’t really know why.”
Savannah raised her eyebrows.
“I mean, sure. That, and the burnout,” she said.  
Rosalie frowned. “Have you been talking to Shelby?”
“No,” she said, cocking her head, “I just have eyes, Ros. And ears. I know the state of things. But if Shelby is saying the same thing then I’m really worried.”
“I’m okay, honestly,” Rosalie said and attempted a shrug. “It’s rough on everyone. And today… god,” she fought back tears again. “She was fifteen, you know?”
“A baby.” Savannah’s voice cracked. “Her poor parents.”
“Fuck her parents,” Rosalie snapped. “They should have done better by her.”
Savannah took a sharp breath. Her slow exhale sounded like a warning.
“Honey,” she said, “I think you need to take a break.”
“What? No. Absolutely  not. This is not the time to take leave. Everyone is in crisis.”
“The crisis is ongoing,” Savannah pointed out. “It’s not going anywhere any time soon. But you are.”
“The hell I am.” 
They squared off across the couch, Rosalie’s chin raised and Savannah’s eyes reflecting steel. Then Savannah sighed.
“I don’t pull this very often, but technically, if it comes down to it, I’m your boss. You’re taking a vacation. I’m not giving you the option because I know you won’t take it.”
“Savannah!” Rosalie’s voice got sharp. She felt panicked, and very fucking angry. “Don’t do this.”
“I’m doing it. I’m going to call the board and put arrangements in place, effective immediately. Oh my god, sit down, what are you going to do? Tackle me? I have kids, Rosalie.”
And that was how, to her horror, twenty-four hours later, Rosalie found herself on a private jet to Vermont. 



Chapter Ten
Kinsey had never been so exhausted in all her life. She was in bed by 8PM every night, after doing a careful salt-water gargle for her throat and taking two tylenol for her pounding headache and stiff, aching shoulders. She slept like the dead. Then at seven in the morning she reported for duty at the studio all over again, rubbing Cassidy’s back briefly with sympathy as she walked by.  
Greta was a monster.  
Cassidy had warned her and yet even she seemed taken aback by the reality of the process. She took the worst of it, as lead singer, after all.
“It was this kind of thing I was thinking of when I said I was happy for you to be the star,” Kinsey told her on the third day, over lunch and Cassidy groaned. She looked ragged, something Kinsey had never imagined possible. But that was before she’d sung their song Green Light Go eleven billion times in a row, Greta snapping at her from the sound room, until at one point Cassidy had literally sung it lying on her back on the floor. Oddly, that seemed to be the take that satisfied Greta the most.
“She’s a sadist.” Cassidy swallowed a mouthful of the hot water and lemon, her one life line this last week and moaned. “I’m so sick of the sound of my own voice.” 
Finally, late on the Friday evening after a week of gruelling repetition and hard feedback, Greta called them all into the sound room.
“You guys are great,” she said. Kinsey’s jaw unhinged. Nothing Greta had said all week had indicated she thought they were anything other than desperately rank amateurs. “I’ll get these tracks to you in a month.”  
Then they were dismissed.
Back out in the street, the four of them breathed in the cool evening air and tried to rebuild their shattered egos.  
“I gotta go and die somewhere,” Franklin announced.
“Being that I’m already dead,” Eliza groaned, “can you give me a ride home?”
The two of them left and Kinsey’s eyes drifted to Cassidy.
“Want to get a drink to celebrate?”
Cassidy shuffled her feet on the sidewalk.
“I’d like to,” she said, “but I really want to spend time with Lane tonight.”
“Oh,” said Kinsey. She swallowed. “Sure.”
They nodded at each other for a moment, though Kinsey wasn’t sure what, precisely they were agreeing.
“Well,” said Cassidy to a neighboring streetlight. “We made it.”
“We did.”
“Goodnight then.” She hesitated, then pulled Kinsey into a hug. Kinsey hugged her back. Cassidy felt good to hug. Really good.    
“Goodnight,” Kinsey said quickly, pulling back, and off they walked in opposite directions.  
Damnit. She wasn’t sure what was wrong with her. Cassidy was so unavailable she might as well be on the moon. Lane was also her friend, while Cassidy was her bandmate; she knew she needed to shove down the slight kick of desire she still felt around her sometimes. They just spent so much time together and the song-writing felt so intimate and intense. Kinsey wasn’t entirely sure how to separate it all out.   
And just like that, she thought of Rosalie. It had been a couple of months since their encounter but the stab of desire she felt was as potent as if it had been yesterday. The memory of Rosalie’s body, those eyes, the sound she made as Kinsey pushed her fingers inside her for the first time… that was enough for her to know that the real deal was out there. It wasn’t a gentle nagging crush like the feeling she had around Cassidy; it was a full blown roar in her blood. From the first moment Kinsey set eyes on Rosalie, every single part of her had stood at attention, and by the time they were standing in the crowd together, their bodies close, she knew how hot they’d be together. Every second behind that curtain had only confirmed it.  
She wondered if Rosalie ever had second thoughts about the way she’d ended things. Kinsey would never know it if she did; Rosalie had no way to contact her. She had considered, more than once, dropping by the center - just in case - but her pride was too strong and she knew to respect a boundary when it was drawn. God, what a waste of epic chemistry though. 
It was, she knew unfortunately, far more than just that. Everything about Rosalie had compelled her. The physical attraction had pulled her in, but even from the beginning it was the whole package that had made Kinsey want her. Her activism, her success, the way the kids at the center adored her, the delicious balance of her strength and vulnerability, her strong will struggling against her obvious desires… Kinsey could have been hooked. So hooked. It burned, still, that she couldn’t have her.  
Kinsey sighed as she wandered towards home. There was a dating app burning a hole in her phone too. She could swipe profiles and find a girl tonight, she knew it. But while Cassidy made her way to Lane’s arms and Rosalie was out there somewhere, breathing, thinking, walking around being beautiful, Kinsey could not bring herself to want anything less.

Three days later, Hailey called Cassidy and Kinsey in for a meeting. They sat across from her in a downtown diner, a far cry from the upscale restaurants she usually picked.
“Sorry,” Hailey apologized, her face slightly flushed, “there was no time to make reservations and this place is near my apartment. I’ve got news. It’s big.”
Kinsey’s chest went tight and Cassidy straightened beside her.
“What?” Kinsey asked, her mind racing. Greta had literally only just recorded their demos. They hadn’t been edited, let alone produced or released to anyone yet, so no record label had been contacted. Had they?
“I got a request from a high profile agency early this morning, for you to play an opening slot on a tour that’s coming up. It’s not the whole tour, just the dates in Nashville.”
“Okay?” Cassidy’s leg had started bouncing under the table and Kinsey fought the urge to grab it and make her stop.
“It’s a big deal.” Hailey’s eyes sparkled, a barely contained grin twitching at the corners of her lips. “A major artist. You’re going to die.”
“Who?” Kinsey and Cassidy snapped in unison.
“Brynn Marshall.”
Kinsey felt dizzy. Brynn Marshall. The singer-songwriter of one of Kinsey’s favorite albums of all time? Brynn Marshall whose live concert made Kinsey sob like a baby?  Not to jinx it, but what manager thought Kinsey and Cassidy were a good fit to open for Brynn Marshall? 
“No.”
Kinsey’s head snapped to Cassidy, her bandmate pale and frowning.
“I’m sorry?” Hailey gaped like a fish.  
“It’s a no from me,” Cassidy said, shrugging. “Our styles aren’t a good fit.”
“What?” Kinsey turned her whole body in her chair to stare at her. “Cassidy, it doesn’t matter if our styles are different, this is a massive opportunity. We would be insane to turn it down.”
“I said no, okay?”  
“That’s… that’s not how this works,” Kinsey said, voice straining as she tried not to freak out. “We’re a team aren’t we?”
“Yeah,” said Cassidy, her face tight, “so I need you to listen to me right now when I say that this is a terrible idea.”
Kinsey opened her mouth to snap back when she realized Cassidy’s chin was literally quivering. She was three seconds from crying.  
“Hey,” Kinsey said to Hailey, “do you mind excusing us for a minute?” She stood up and grabbed Cassidy’s hand, pulling her through the busy diner and out the door. She looked around, but the street was packed too. She tugged her down a side alley before she stopped and leaned against the wall and looked at her.
Cassidy’s arms were crossed tightly across her chest, both fists balled. Her eyes were filled with angry tears.
“Okay,” Kinsey said, taking a deep breath and trying her hand at diplomacy. “Listen, it’s okay. Tell me what’s happening here. Are you nervous about the crowd size? Is it because it’s literally Brynn Marshall we’re talking about? I’m scared too, but we can do this, Cassie, you know we can. It’s early, but we’re ready.”
“You don’t understand,” Cassidy said, some kind of desperate conflict in her face.
“Try me,” Kinsey said. Cassidy stared down at her feet. Kinsey reached out and grabbed her shoulders, trying to get through. “Cassidy. You can trust me. You know that right?”
Cassidy raised her eyes to search Kinsey’s, her jaw clenched tight. Eventually though, she nodded. It took her another full minute before she decided to speak. 
“I don’t want to tour with Brynn,” she said slowly, “because she’s my sister-in-law.”
All the soothing words Kinsey had at the ready, fell from her brain. Of all the things she was expecting, that wasn’t anywhere on the list. The words weren’t computing.
“Brynn Marshall is your sister-in-law?” she said slowly. She tried to make the family tree work, then her brain exploded. “Brynn Marshall is married to Savannah Grace,” she said hotly, her eyes nearly popping out of her head as all the dots slid together in a line. “You’re… Savannah Grace’s
sister.”
Cassidy closed her eyes. She looked like she’d just told Kinsey she was dying. She nodded.
“Cassidy. What… oh my god.” Kinsey’s jaw worked as her brain tried to catch up. “Of course you’re her fucking sister, you look exactly fucking like her, how am I that stupid?” She pushed up off the alleyway wall and paced several feet before turning and pacing back, her hands flinging up in the air. “That’s why you can get Greta, and why you don’t have to have a job and why she can buy us studio time - oh my god - Savannah Grace paid for our studio time!”
“You’re freaking out,” Cassidy said quietly and Kinsey whirled back around.
“Yes, I’m freaking out. Why didn’t you tell me? Why would you go out of your way to hide that from me? I thought,” Kinsey felt weirdly like crying, “I thought we were a team.”
“We are!” Cassidy exclaimed. “We are a team. I care about your opinion of me, okay? You’re this wildly talented musician and I wanted you to respect me for me. I didn’t want you to think you were teaming up with Jamie-Lynn Spears!”
Kinsey stared at her for several long seconds, then burst into laughter. Cassidy’s chin was high, her eyes blazing.
Kinsey smothered her laughter, gathering herself as Cassidy glared. “ Okay, that makes a weird kind of sense. If it helps, I do think you’re Britney.” 
Cassidy glared at her, but after a few seconds a small smile slipped out. “It does help, actually,” she admitted.
“You’re exceptionally talented, Cassidy,” Kinsey reassured her. “But you’re an asshole to do that to me. I feel so, so dumb. You could have told me, after we became friends.”
“I’m sorry,” Cassidy said, eyes wide and imploring. “I should have. You’re right, you’re totally right. I’ve just had this thing in my head for basically my whole life, worrying what people will think of me, if that’s what they see first. She’s so… she’s so big. And I love her, but sometimes it feels like she takes up the whole sky. Like there’d never be room for me out there too.” Her shoulders slumped, her voice dull and defeated. “I’m always going to be the little sister, but I didn’t want you - of all people - to see me like that too.”
Kinsey sank back against the wall beside her and they both gazed at the across the alley, lost in their own thoughts.
“This does change things,” Kinsey said after a while. “Strategy-wise, I mean. We should probably come clean to Hailey.”
“No!” Cassidy yelped and Kinsey raised her eyebrows.  
“Cass,” she said, “you’re acting as though this is a terrible, dirty secret. It’s not. I mean, I understand your reservations and you know I share them. I don’t want to be written off anymore than you do. But it’s not like we can hide this forever, not if you want to be in the public eye. We’re going to have to come up with a plan.”
Cassidy nodded, but she couldn’t stop scuffing her feet against the ground.
“How much do we trust Hailey, exactly?” she asked. “Because you know what she said. She can see potential dollar signs when she looks at us. What would she do if she thought she could use Savannah Grace as a marketing device?”
Kinsey hesitated, taking a moment.  “Shit, you’re right. We need some more time to feel this out.”
Cassidy grabbed her hand. Kinsey looked down to where their fingers were joined and blinked.
“Thank you,” Cassidy said and squeezed Kinsey’s hand before dropping it. “I should have trusted you earlier. I’m really sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Kinsey said. She got it, though she still felt stupid. “Cassidy,” she thought of something. “Oh my god, you’re going to let me meet them, right? Savannah and Brynn? They are… holy shit, I don’t want to freak you out, but they are literally my fantasy wives, so-”
“Oh my god, please stop. Cassidy scrunched up her face. “You’ve already met them, after our first show together.”
“No, that was Sarah,” she said, and Cassidy shook her head.
“Disguised. I wouldn’t let her come otherwise.”
“You asshole,” Kinsey breathed, her eyes wide. “You let me meet Savannah fucking Grace and Brynn Marshall and I didn’t know it was happening? Oh fuck,
you did know Noah Lyman and Coral Sanchez. I literally cannot tell you how much I hate you right now.”
“Do you?” Cassidy’s voice wavered. “Do you actually hate me?”
Kinsey looked at her, her golden hair getting slightly tousled in the breeze, her huge blue-gray eyes focused intensely on Kinsey’s face, her full pink lips basically in a straight-up pout and she sighed.
“No,” she said, heavily. “I don’t hate you.”  
“You know we can’t say yes to Brynn’s tour dates,” Cassidy said and Kinsey literally wanted to cry. “There’s too much crossover with Savannah’s fans. People will figure it out straight away. And then,” she winced, “everyone will say I’m riding her coattails and that will do us no favors at all.”
“Fine,” Kinsey said after a while. “If Hailey doesn’t dump us instantly over this, at least we’ll know we’ve probably got a manager we can trust.”
Cassidy nodded and together they walked back in to turn down the opportunity of a lifetime. Kinsey only hoped there’d be more.

Hailey was pissed. But she also could see that they were both united and resolute, and while she didn’t understand it, she didn’t dump them either. Cassidy still wasn’t quite ready to come out as the little sister of a megastar and Kinsey tried to accept her choice for now.  
They walked out of the diner a little bruised and more than a little freaked out, but despite the feeling of betrayal still lingering in Kinsey, something had shifted between them. They really were a team now.
They walked down the sidewalk together, Cassidy pulling her coat close like it was the arctic as the first winter winds whipped down the street.  
“You would die in New York,” Kinsey informed her, rolling her eyes. “Or Chicago.  Have you ever even seen snow?”
“Yes,” Cassidy said defensively. “It can snow in the South too, you know.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “But look at this,” she said, “Lane sent me this this morning.” 
She showed Kinsey a picture of Lane looking frankly adorable in a puffer jacket and beanie, lying in the snow, clearly a curated selfie for their girlfriend judging by the cute quirk of their lower lip and the warmth in their eyes.
“Lane’s skiing?” she asked.
“No,” Cassidy said, scrunching up her pretty nose. “Savannah and Brynn flew to their place in Vermont on Friday. Lane went with them, obviously.”
“For how long?” 
“The rest of winter,” Cassidy’s face fell. “They go every year. They’ll be back in time for Brynn’s tour to start.”
“Wait,” Kinsey said. “How is that going to work? Do Savannah and the kids stay here?”
“It looks like she’s going to join for at least part of the tour,” Cassidy said glumly. “Not as a performer, just as the wife and mom.” She rolled her eyes. “First time in a long time that she’s the support act.” She tried to smile but it wasn’t convincing.
“So Lane will go away for the tour with them too. That’s rough, Cass.”
“Yeah,” Cassidy said, her eyes distant. They walked up Kinsey’s front stairs together. Should it feel weird having Cassidy here, knowing tonight there was no boyfriend to go home to? That there wouldn’t be one for months? A thought crossed her mind.
“You stayed, though” Kinsey said as she fit her keys in the lock. “You could have gone with them, but you stayed.”
“Well, yeah.” Cassidy followed her in. “We’re just starting to take off. There’s the whole of Hailey’s plan. I can’t just walk out on that.”
Kinsey unzipped her jacket. “And Lane?” 
“They’re sad,” Cassidy said, following suit and kicking off her shoes. “And I’m sad. And everything sucks!” she said, her tone faux-cheerful as she collapsed down on Kinsey’s sofa.  
Kinsey thought about getting them both a beer. Then she thought of the two of them, slightly trauma bonded, getting loose and hazy with alcohol, alone in her apartment, Lane all the way in Vermont.  
“Hot chocolate?” she offered instead. Cassidy nodded. Kinsey went into the kitchen and kept herself busy. She thought long and hard about herself. About what she wanted. What kind of person she wanted to be. When she came out, she handed Cassidy her drink and went and sat over on the floor. “You should go,” she said. “To Vermont.”
“What?” Cassidy looked up. “Why?”
Kinsey waved her hand around vaguely and Cassidy raised her eyebrows. “Because, you know… love, and all that.” 
“Huh?”
“You and Lane. You have something special,” Kinsey said. “The band will keep. And if we take off the way I think we’re going to take off then we’ll be touring soon too. It’s going to be hard enough by then, no need to make it hard now.”
“I know,” Cassidy said quietly. She looked at Kinsey, her eyes gleaming with tears. “I’m going to lose them.”
“What?” Kinsey gaped at her. “No, you’re not. What’s wrong with you?” Cassidy’s head jerked back at the ferocity of Kinsey’s tone. “Don’t you want it to work?”
“Of course I do! I’m insanely in love with them. Even though we haven’t really used that word yet-”
“You haven’t told Lane you love them?” Kinsey’s brow furrowed. “How long have you been together?”
“Six months,” Cassidy said. “They haven’t said it either.” Tears sparkled in her eyes.  
“Cassie.” Kinsey felt lost for words. Oh shit, Cassidy was pretty when she cried. Kinsey knew, quite clearly, that this would be the moment, that if she got up off the floor and held Cassidy in her arms, there was every chance she might kiss her and every chance that in this one moment, Cassidy actually might kiss her back. “Lane,” she said instead, “fucking loves you. I have never seen anything more clearly in my life. And I think you need to go and tell them that.”
“Oh shit,” Cassidy said, the tears spilling. “Maybe… maybe you’re right.”  
They sat there in the living room as the afternoon began to darken. Suddenly Cassidy sat up so fast, Kinsey nearly spilled the remains of her hot chocolate.  
“I’m not choosing,” Cassidy said.  
“I’m sorry?”
“I’m not choosing,” her eyes flared, blue as the heart of a flame. “I’m not choosing between Lane and the band. I’m choosing both.”
“Well, good,” Kinsey said.
“We’re both going to Vermont,” she said, pointing at Kinsey.
“Huh?” Kinsey cocked her head. “I can’t go to Vermont. I have a job. And I don’t need to be there while you and Lane fall madly into bed with each other.”  
“Kinsey.” Cassidy looked more determined than Kinsey had ever seen her look. “Take a little winter break,” she said. “We’re making good money on gigs and we’re five minutes from a record deal.”
“But why?”
“Look, I know it’s not ideal timing. We should be here in Nashville, playing every gig we can get. But we’ve already got a buzz, and we’ve got our demos almost ready. Besides, what comes next, if we get a record deal?”
“I assume you mean after we blow the advance on cocaine and strippers?” Kinsey asked and Cassidy scoffed. “I mean…writing, I guess?”  
“So why not write now? Not the kind we do now, around day jobs and gigs, but the serious, hardcore, knuckle down and write kind of writing,” Cassidy said. “All Savannah’s houses have some kind of massive band room. Actually, her Vermont place is where Beware the Fury got written.”
Kinsey couldn’t stay still. She leapt to her feet and started pacing.
“Let me get this straight. I’m being invited to come hang out at Savannah Grace and Brynn Marshall’s winter home, to write an album?”  
And that was how, to her intense delight, twenty-four hours later, Kinsey found herself on a private jet to Vermont. 



Before
The day after Rachel left, Rosalie dressed for school and left the house, slamming the front door behind her with a loud bang. Then she walked twenty-feet down the street before ducking through the trees and running back to her bedroom window. Savannah opened up at the first quick tap.
The two of them hunkered down in silence until her parents had left for work. When the coast was clear, they headed downtown to search all the places Savannah thought Rachel might be. They searched bus stations and overpasses, along quiet stretches of the river and crowded street corners of the city, finding in each place a couple of kids Savannah knew. No one had seen Rachel.  
The abandoned warehouse seemed even darker in the daylight, no shimmering mirror ball or glow sticks to light its dusty corners, no party music to lighten its oppressive silence. Only Daria and a handful of other kids hung out near the back.
“Have you seen Rach?” Savannah asked and they shook their heads.  
“You will,” Rosalie told them, with confidence. “She had a huge fight with our parents. It’s not safe for her to come home.” She gave Daria her phone number, but told her they’d be back each day to check in. “Tell her,” Rosalie  said, as they went to leave, “tell her to come tap on my window. We’ll keep her safe. She’ll know what I mean.”
If they could hide Savannah for what was now almost three months, they could hide Rachel. The three of them could all squish into her damn bed, as uncomfortable and annoying as it would be. She knew Rachel would be a pain in the ass about it, wanting to be in the middle and hogging all the sheets, but Rosalie would deal with that when it happened. Right now she just wanted her sister back.
She and Savannah searched all day, going back and forth amongst the different locations and groups of kids, but Rachel was nowhere to be found. That night, Rosalie refused to eat with her parents. She walked to the dinner table, stiffly picked up her plate and walked back down to her room.
“Rosalie!” her mother protested.
“Let her go,” her father said. “She’ll calm down eventually.”
She and Savannah shared the meal together, then waited up. Savannah fell asleep around 2AM but Rosalie didn’t sleep a wink. She didn’t want to miss Rachel’s knock.
The next day after she snuck back in from skipping her second day of school, Savannah convinced her to stay at home and catch up on sleep while she searched alone.
“Leave your window open,” Savannah said. “That way if Rachel comes home she can get in.”  
Rosalie fell asleep and dreamed that her sister was sitting on her bed, telling her about the party she’d been at, the dress she’d worn, the boys she’d kissed, before the mirror ball shattered into a million pieces of glass and she awoke with a gasp, sitting bolt upright.
Savannah sat on the edge of the bed on top of the covers, hair shining in the afternoon light. 
“Did you see her?” Rosalie asked, rubbing her eyes. Savannah shook her head, her eyes unfocused with worry. For a single second, Rosalie’s stomach plummeted. “She’ll show up,” Rosalie reassured her. “Rachel lives for this kind of drama.”
On the third day, a young woman staying under one of the underpasses told them she thought she’d seen Rachel the night after she’d left home.
“She was getting into a car,” she said. “You know.” She glanced at Savannah, who raised her chin slightly and nodded. 
Rosalie frowned.“What?”
“With a guy?” the girl said. “It happens. I mean, how else would she get by?”  
All the sound got sucked away from the world, the street receding to white. Rosalie swallowed and wanting to shake away the notion, but she couldn’t find the words.
Savannah asked for details and the young woman thought the car was maybe white or maybe gray. The man was white, older, maybe brown hair, maybe blonde. What was Rachel wearing? A dress. A great one.  
“That wasn’t her,” Rosalie said and Savannah pressed her lips together tightly and didn’t say a thing. 
That night they slipped out together and covered all the same territory in the dark. They went further afield, to where people slipped into cars every night, but no one admitted to seeing her.  
A week went by. The school rang her parents and after a screaming match her dad began driving Rosalie to school each morning. She sat in class like a zombie, desperate to hear from Savannah, sure that today would be the day she’d get home and find the two of them sitting on her bed, Rachel wide-eyed with a story they wouldn’t believe. At lunch, she sat alone, Travis giving her an awkward nod before going and sitting with the guys from his soccer team.
Another week went by and Rosalie marched grimly into the living room to find her parents. They sat in silence, none of the usual TV blaring, no books or newspapers, nothing but their worry. Good. Rosalie hated them.
“I think it’s time we went to the police, don’t you?” Rosalie said. Her mother started weeping hysterically, while her father blustered about runaways and wasting resources. Rosalie stood entirely still in the center of it all, desperate for someone to be an adult and do something. Then she returned to her room and paced.    
The next day her father filed a police report and Rosalie was struck with a terrible thought.
“How did you describe her?” she asked. Her father gave her a hard look then looked away, avoiding her eyes. Rosalie knew the answer.
She and Savannah went and sat outside the downtown police station for a long time. Finally, Rosalie went in with a real photo of her sister to explain to the cop behind the desk everything her father did not. She came out weeping.  
“Did I just make it all worse?” Rosalie wept, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Will they stop caring to look for her now?” 
Savannah didn’t have an answer for her, but she held her hand all the way home.
The next week, Rosalie turned seventeen. There was no party, no cake, no presents. She told Savannah about it just before they fell asleep and Savannah took her hand in the dark.
“Happy birthday,” she whispered. It was the first time anyone had acknowledged it all day.  
Three weeks after Rachel went missing, Rosalie made a weird kind of peace with it. Wherever Rachel was, it wasn’t in Nashville, of that she was sure. Her sister would have come back to see them, snuck in through the trees and tapped on the window. But when Rachel did something, she really did something. Rosalie imagined her in LA or New York, finding a new crew of beautiful misfits, wearing gorgeous dresses and having the kind of freedom and adventure she’d never have had at home. She’d call her little sister, one day, when she could.  
“It’s okay,” Savannah said late one night, watching her face as they lay in bed in the low lamp light. “It’s going to be okay.”  
“I know,” Rosalie said, but Savannah pulled her in close anyway and hugged her. They’d hugged like this a lot, in the last three weeks. Savannah’s body was warm and soft and Rosalie lay in her arms feeling like she was sinking. She turned her head to get comfortable and her lips lightly brushed Savannah where her shoulder met her neck. The softest of sounds escaped Savannah and Rosalie froze. Slowly, curiously, she leaned in and did it again.  Savannah’s breath stuttered in a tiny gasp.
She pulled back and searched Savannah’s face, trying to understand what was happening. Suddenly, instead of two friends hugging for comfort it felt different, Rosalie acutely aware of everywhere their bodies were touching. Savannah stared back, her blue eyes slightly wide, her breath a little short. When Rosalie didn’t shift back even an inch, Savannah leaned in even closer, very, very softly pressing a kiss against her mouth and just like that, Rosalie realized what kind of hot a person would have to be to make her want her friend’s tongue in her mouth. 
They were kissing. Oh shit, they were kissing. Savannah’s lips were gentle and her face soft and everything that was wrong with Travis was so right with Savannah. Rosalie felt like the jumbled puzzle pieces inside her had finally locked into place. 
Her lips parted in a gasp against Savannah’s mouth and she pressed closer, their bare legs intertwining, hips pressing into hips. Savannah pulled away from her mouth and kissed down Rosalie’s throat and suddenly there was too much clothing in the way because all she wanted was more of Savannah’s hot mouth on her skin. Rosalie reached down and peeled off her own t-shirt.
The sound that escaped Savannah was nothing compared to the look on her face. Lips parted, eyes wide, Savannah looked awestruck. Being stared at had never felt like this before, and for the first time ever in her life Rosalie felt fucking good in her own skin. Savannah unfroze and started to kiss her again, pulling her own t-shirt over her head, heated skin against skin and Rosalie wanted to die from how good it felt.  
Savannah was kissing her chest now, her face flushed red with desire and Rosalie couldn’t stop the choked out moans escaping her mouth, or the movement of her hips. Savannah’s pelvis pressed back hard against her, both of them gasping, when Savannah pulled back.
“Do you… want to stop?” she asked, her chest heaving.
“I think I might die if you do,” Rosalie murmured so low she could barely hear herself. 
Savannah’s hands slid down to Rosalie’s hips. “Me too,” she breathed.  
Rosalie slipped her fingers inside Savannah’s underwear and every coherent thought she’d ever had in her life disappeared. 
Afterwards, as they lay in each other’s arms, Rosalie sighed. She’d never felt this close to another human being in her life.
“I’ve never done that before,” Savannah said quietly.  
“Oh,” Rosalie said, surprised. She’d figured that somewhere in all that kissing Savannah was doing out there at parties, she’d have gained more experience. Then again, there was something in the nervous reverence with which Savannah had touched her that made sense now. Warmth flooded Rosalie’s chest. “Me neither.” 
Savannah giggled. “I mean, I kind of figured that.”
“Why?” Rosalie asked quickly. “Was I bad?” 
Savannah flung her hand over her eyes, her face going pink. “Did it seem like I thought you were bad?”  
Rosalie thought of Savannah’s moans as she’d touched her, the desperation in her eyes. She remembered  the incredible moment Savannah’s eyelashes had fluttered before her whole body clenched under Rosalie’s and she trembled like a leaf. She’d gazed up at Rosalie afterward, her body limp, her eyes like she’d just seen Jesus.  
“Huh,” Rosalie said, and rolled onto her back. “I’m good in bed.”
Savannah’s warm laughter rumbled through Rosalie’s body. “Yeah, you are. Should I be checking in too? Just to be sure?” 
There was a slight tease in her voice. There was no mistaking how Rosalie had felt, when Savannah had tentatively slid down her body and done something with her mouth that Rosalie knew she would spend the rest of her life seeking out. Rosalie rolled her eyes, slightly embarrassed.  
“Put it this way,” she said. “I’m very glad you turned up at my window one cold night.” 
And oh god, she was. To think it might have taken Rosalie years to understand that the feeling she’d had from kissing boys was not the feeling that kissing someone should give you.
Savannah’s eyes went serious. She focused closely on Rosalie’s collar bones as she reached out to touch them.  
“When my mom kicked me out,” she said softly, “I’d never even kissed a girl.” Rosalie turned on her side to face her again and Savannah reached out to wrap a lock of auburn hair around her fingers. “At least now I know that getting kicked out of home was worth it.” 
Rosalie’s heart felt like it might burst.  She leaned in and Savannah met her halfway, kissing Rosalie, softly, with heat. Then she pulled back.
“Rosie, we can’t do this again.” 
“Why not?” Her chest started to ache.
“Because,” Savannah’s eyes started to shimmer, “you’re basically the only person I have in the world.”
“You’re the only person I have too,” Rosalie realized. Savannah bit her lip, and she realized Savannah was trying not to cry. She leaned in to kiss her again but this time, Savannah withdrew from her reach. “Why?” Rosalie’s voice cracked, her throat tight. “Why not have everything then, if we’re all we’ve got?” 
“No one can be everything,” Savannah said. “I can’t let you be everything, because if something goes wrong, I’ll lose everything.”
“But-”
“I can’t lose anyone else,” Savannah’s voice got high and she began to untangle her limbs from Rosalie’s. “I can’t lose you.”
Rosalie grabbed her hand, stopping her retreat. Rosalie had lost her sister, but Savannah had lost hers too. And her parents, and her brothers, and her home, and her friend. Rosalie stared at her, sadness pooling in her chest. She made a decision, then and there, pulling herself up to sit, gripping the sheet to cover her body.
“Okay,” Rosalie’s voice cracked. “We won’t do that again. You won’t lose me, Savannah. I promise.”
Two days later, Savannah moved out anyway.  



Chapter Eleven
Kinsey kicked back on the private jet, her feet up, nothing but blue sky and fluffy white clouds out her window. On the low table in front of her fizzed a glass of real champagne. They’d been in the air for just over an hour and Kinsey wasn’t sure she ever wanted to get off the plane.
“You’re really taking to this, aren’t you?” Cassidy said from her lounge seat opposite. She’d accepted the champagne only after Kinsey had insisted and instead looked deeply uncomfortable. Kinsey grinned widely.
“Look it’s a little earlier than I expected it to happen but I always knew we’d get here eventually,” she said.
“Ugh,” Cassidy said, rolling her eyes. “Honestly this is so gross. The carbon miles alone. Seriously, she’s such a hypocrite sometimes… donates to all these charities then flies this thing everywhere. We could have taken a regular flight just fine, but she insisted.” Cassidy crossed her arms and huffed. “I’m so fucking embarrassed.”
Kinsey couldn’t stop laughing.  
“Oh, I bet you fought her so hard. ‘Please, Savannah, there’s an economy seat on Spirit leaving at 5AM that may or may not make it to Vermont and I’m dying to be on it.’”
“Shut up and drink your literal champagne,” Cassidy said, giving her a dirty look. Kinsey toasted her.
“Are you excited to see Lane?” 
A real smile emerged from Cassidy this time. “Yeah. Also nervous? I don’t know why.”
“Because you looooove them,” Kinsey teased.
“Mm.” Cassidy smirked a private smile that was a surefire sign she was also thinking about getting laid. Kinsey was jealous, but not in the slightly twisted up way she had been before. She was jealous that Cassidy was about to spend her winter break getting hot and sweaty, while for Kinsey… well, it had been a while.  
Cassidy drifted off into her own thoughts and Kinsey gazed out the window, thinking for approximately the eighty-thousandth time of the last time she’d had sex. Rosalie had thrown a spanner in the works before Kinsey had the chance to find out for herself if the heat of that green gaze and the confident sass of Rosalie’s bedroom talk would have translated the way Kinsey imagined it would. The way Rosalie kissed had been potential enough.
Ugh.
“You good?”
Kinsey hadn’t realized she’d said that last bit out loud until Cassidy glanced up. She shrugged and nodded and just like that, the jet landed. 
Outside downy snow carpeted the ground and Kinsey tipped her face up, smiling as flurries kissed her cheeks. She loved Nashville, but last winter had made her itch for a proper frost or the sight of big fluffy snowflakes falling outside her window.
A luxury car waited for them on the tarmac and suddenly not even the snow could cool her nerves. They wound through a frosted forest, the car tires crunching over freshly fallen snow. Just outside of Burlington the driver took a right hand turn from a back road, to pause as an intricate set of imposing gates parted to allow them entry. When the trees finally opened up after what felt like several minutes of driving, Kinsey just about died. 
The gorgeous dark stone mansion, glittered with white on the roof and sills, lush evergreen vines catching snow drifts up the walls. Warm light glowed through the windows as the afternoon sky turned to dusk. Behind the house Lake Champlain shone in the fading light and the snow-capped mountains stood sentry beyond.
The car stopped at the front door and Kinsey tumbled out behind Cassidy while the driver retrieved their bags. She shivered but smiled as she inhaled the fresh, icy air of true winter. Then she looked up at the house and her excitement turned back to nerves.   
“Do I curtsy when I meet her?” she hissed and Cassidy rolled her eyes and marched forward into the house.  
“Hey!” Cassidy straight up yelled as she walked into the foyer. 
There was the sound of footsteps and by the time Kinsey had blinked, Cassidy was being bent back and kissed within an inch of her life by Lane and by the sound of her surprised gasp, enjoying every second of it. Kinsey stood by awkwardly for a second, then shuffled to their left, glimpsing gleaming floorboards and the warm glow of a log fire in the house beyond.
“I swear they’re like this even when she’s been gone for a day,” came a dry voice and there, two feet in front of her, appeared Brynn Marshall, tall, dark and gorgeous and Kinsey nearly passed out. 
“I’m Brynn,” Brynn said, entirely unnecessarily and greeted Kinsey with a swift cheek kiss and an attractive grin. Kinsey found herself slightly too starstruck to say anything coherent but thankfully Cassidy and Lane had untangled so there were hugs and greetings all round. 
“Come through, they’re in the kitchen,” Brynn said and they traipsed after her.
Kinsey wanted to photograph the living room as they passed through it. She’d add it to a Pinterest titled ‘Cozy but Luxurious’ and when she was a zillionaire she’d hire Savannah’s decorator for sure. The gorgeous, black, Steinway grand piano in the corner drew her eye before Brynn led them through the expansive dining room and into the kitchen.  
Copper light pendants glowed golden against the gloom of the winter cold outside. The room looked straight out of a lifestyle magazine, except that it was clearly in full use, flour everywhere, the oven on, something bubbling on the stovetop that smelled delicious. And pausing in the middle of pulling out wine glasses was a small blonde woman in jeans and a sweater, and a face that had been on a poster in Kinsey’s room since she was fifteen.  
“Hey!” cried Savannah Grace, her face lighting up. She pulled Cassidy into a hug. Then, just like that, she was hugging Kinsey too. On a cold winter’s day she smelled like summer; honeyed with a hint of jasmine. Savannah pulled back and looked at Kinsey, with what were now ridiculously familiar blue-gray eyes, sparkling in the soft gold light. “So lovely you could join us,” she said, her voice warm. “Do you weary travelers want a wine?” 
“Well it was a hard trip,” Kinsey managed and felt approximately twelve-feet tall when Savannah laughed. The singer handed her a glass of something red and she took a grateful sip. She wasn’t any kind of wine expert but it sure as hell wasn’t the house red at her local bar.  
Brynn excused herself to check on the children and Lane, Cassidy and Kinsey all leaned against a section of counter to sip their wines, Lane’s fingers curling around Cassidy’s hip. Savannah went to the fridge and pulled out various fancy cheeses and started to grate them.  
“Why are you cooking?” Cassidy looked disturbed and Savannah snorted like some kind of regular goofy mortal.
“Luis needed a night off to see his mom, so we thought we’d try and recreate his amazing pizzas.” She gestured to the four big trays of homemade dough rolled out and covered in toppings. “I can cook you know. I’m actually really good at it.”  When Cassidy remained doubtful Savannah rolled her eyes and looked for a second very much like someone’s older sister. “Don’t worry, I’m being supervised,” she sighed.“Ros is here.”
“She is?” Cassidy’s eyes lit up. It was wild seeing the two of them in the same room, Kinsey’s cute bandmate and her sister the megastar.  
“Yeah, she’s braving the cold to go find us fresh herbs like some kind of hunter-gatherer.” Savannah turned to Kinsey. “My best friend is staying,” she explained.  
Three seconds later, the back door opened and cool air swirled into the room. Kinsey’s brain stuttered to a halt. Stepping into the kitchen, her cheeks flushed with cold, was Rosalie.  
She was every bit as beautiful as Kinsey had remembered, perhaps more so, dressed down in a pair of leggings and a loose cotton shirt. The denim blue made her hair seem redder, her sea green eyes sparkling and her hands full of fragrant rosemary. Kinsey swallowed, feeling slightly dizzy. What in the world?  
“Hey!” Rosalie’s voice was bright as she saw Cassidy. A split second afterward her eyes fell on Kinsey. The moment their eyes met, Rosalie flushed intensely, incriminatingly red. It wasn’t the kind of blush you could ignore, her creamy skin changing shades so dramatically that everyone in the room looked at her curiously.  
“You good?” Savannah asked her, with a slight frown. Rosalie blinked.
“Totally!” She dragged her eyes quickly from Kinsey. “Just warm in here after the cold outside.” She dropped the herbs on the kitchen counter, before coming to give Cassidy a hug, her smile slightly fixed.
“This is Cassidy’s bandmate, Kinsey,” Savannah said. “Kinsey, Rosalie.”  
“Nice to meet you,” said Rosalie offering her a handshake, her eyes uncertain and Kinsey couldn’t help her smile.
“We’ve met,” she reminded her, gently grasping her hand. Rosalie’s blush deepened.
“Oh,” she said, “of course.” Kinsey’s eyes narrowed a little. They both knew damn well she’d not been forgotten. Rosalie tugged her hand back and Kinsey caught the moment that she swallowed, hard.   
“I’d almost forgotten about that,” Lane butted in, “Kinsey led a class for me at the center a couple of months ago, when I was sick that time.” 
“Oh?” Savannah shot her an interested look, her gaze focused. “What did you teach?”  
“Songwriting,” Kinsey managed to say, not sure she could even use that word in front of someone with that many Grammys. 
Her head spun. Rosalie was Savannah Grace’s best friend? Rosalie was… staying here? Here in the house that Kinsey was staying at? She couldn’t stop looking at her. Rosalie turned away to pour herself a very solid glass of wine. Her blush was only just starting to fade, her beautiful hair tumbling over her shoulders, her curves still unmistakable under her casual outfit. Kinsey swallowed. Who’d have thought there was a person in the world who could steal Kinsey’s attention from the fact that Savannah Grace was three feet away, cooking her dinner?  
“That,” Savannah said, pointing at her now with a small slice of red pepper, “is an excellent idea. Ros, we should absolutely do that as a regular session, the kids must have loved it.”
“They did,” Rosalie confirmed briefly, taking a large gulp of her wine. She very carefully kept from looking at Kinsey at all.  
“You should invite her back,” Savannah suggested. Rosalie looked into the middle distance, taking another sip of wine, clearly lost for an excuse. 
“You should,” Kinsey agreed, with a shrug. Rosalie’s gaze flickered to her, her eyes narrowing slightly before she turned back to Savannah with a little frown.
“Well I would if I was allowed to run my own damn center,” Rosalie said, her voice light. There was a slight bite in her tone but Savannah only smiled.
“You will be,” she said easily. “After you lose that stick up your butt.”
As Kinsey listened to the tease between them she faintly remembered Rosalie telling her she and her best friend had created the center. She drew a quick breath. Savannah Grace was quietly bankrolling a service for queer kids in Tennessee. Her celebrity crush went up another eight notches. It also explained why the center didn’t seem to be hurting for cash and owned great guitars.
“You’re taking a break, Rosalie?” Cassidy asked, leaning back against Lane’s body. Honestly, those two were ridiculous.  
“Your sister literally kidnapped me,” Rosalie told her flatly and Savannah huffed.
“Thank god for the tranquiliser gun,” she said, “or I’d never have gotten her on the jet.”
Kinsey couldn’t stop the small laugh that bubbled out of her. Rosalie’s eyes jerked to her with that slight reprimand Kinsey liked so much and her stomach clenched. She didn’t drop her gaze. Rosalie looked pointedly away but Savannah gave Kinsey a smile so big it was like a blaze of light.
“She’s a handful,” Savannah said. 
Kinsey swallowed a large gulp of wine. “I’m sure she is.”
Savannah’s housekeeper, Lucille, arrived and offered to show Kinsey to her room so she could unpack and get ready for dinner, whatever that entailed. Lane towed Cassidy out to see their room too, though there wasn’t a person in the kitchen who didn’t know a euphemism when they heard it.
Kinsey was sure as hell that there were eyes on her back as she exited. She barely took in the gorgeous surroundings as Lucille led her up the stairs, along a broad white corridor filled with black and white framed prints and opened a door for her. She thanked the housekeeper and closed the door behind her. Immediately, she collapsed on the giant white fluffy bed and stared up at the ceiling.
Rosalie. Her brain hurt. As if it weren’t flabbergasting enough to be staying in a house with Savannah Grace and Brynn Marshall; she’d barely had three seconds to adjust when Rosalie walked in. Kinsey flung her arm over her face, swallowing a groan. The woman had been taking up far too much of Kinsey’s brain space for someone who just wanted to be a one night stand, and suddenly there she was being dangled right in front of her again. For how long? Kinsey was supposed to stay for two weeks. Was Rosalie here for a couple of days? Or longer? How in the world would she cope?  
It was clear from Rosalie’s blush and her clear confusion as to how to act that she was just as thrown as Kinsey was. But it was equally clear from the way their night together had ended that she was uncomfortable with both their age gap and Kinsey’s proximity to Lane, two issues that would only be exacerbated now, with her and Cassidy and Lane all jumbled up in each other’s lives and Rosalie right there in the mix. Kinsey almost wondered if Rosalie was going to straight up flee or at least try to avoid her altogether.  
One thing was for damn sure though. Seeing Rosalie again had only made it painfully crystal clear: Kinsey still wanted her. Badly.



Chapter Twelve
Rosalie straightened up from sliding the pizzas into the oven, Savannah watching her, a wine glass dangling from her fingers. Rosalie was not quite sure she liked the glow of the expression on her friend’s face.
“So,” Savannah said, now they were alone. “What did you think of Cassie’s bandmate? She’s gorgeous, huh?”
Rosalie raised her chin.
“I didn’t really notice,” she lied. 
Savannah smiled, cocking her head.“Really? Even with those smoldering eyes? That’s interesting. You might need to get your vision checked.” 
“I’m going to tell your little sister you’re checking out her friends,” Rosalie threatened. “What kind of married woman are you, exactly?” She realized slightly too late that she might be overcompensating because Savannah looked straight up thrilled.
“A very secure one with a very secure wife,” she said. “Now if I were single though, and she were to look at me the way she looked at you, I think I might find myself a little tempted.”
“Well, no one would be surprised to hear that about you.” Rosalie knew the stab was outlandish, but she was increasingly desperate to derail this conversation.
“I guess it would be different if I were you.” Savannah breezed by the accusation. “I’d probably be all tied up in knots about it. I’d probably think of her as someone I shouldn’t have had sex with.”
“Savannah!” Oh god. Sometimes it sucked having a best friend who knew you on what occasionally felt like a cellular level. “Ugh, how are you this fucking psychic?”
“I mean, it helps that you turned into a literal strawberry when you saw her. Besides,” Savannah smirked, a tiny glint in her eyes, “you always like to pretend I don’t know what your sex face looks like.”
Rosalie’s cheeks burned. Apparently it was time for Savannah’s regular, approximately once-a-decade reminder that they’d had sex, delighting in the reaction it provoked. Rosalie shook her head as if to deny it.
“You’re a pain in the ass,” she complained, focusing hard on her glass of wine.  
“What are you going to do?”  
“Nothing!” Rosalie huffed. “She’s twenty-six. She’s your little sister’s bandmate and friends with Lane.”
“So an adult?” Savannah pointed out. “And apparently so hot in bed that it turned your life upside down?”
“Savannah, hush,” Rosalie implored, her eyes going wide. “She’s literally here in this house.”
“As are you, interestingly enough.” 
“Nothing is going to happen.” Rosalie stared her down firmly. “Please, please don’t tell anyone or do anything to make this more uncomfortable than it already is. Keep in mind you thought my mental state was so precarious you forced me here in the first place.”
Savannah’s smirk disappeared. She nodded, her eyes going serious.
“Honey, I won’t. I promise,” she said and Rosalie let her shoulders fall from where they’d been hunched practically to her ears. “Wow,” Savannah said after a moment. “She’s really done a number on you. What happened?” 
“If I promise to tell you another time, when it’s actually private, will you leave me alone?”
Savannah considered her.
“Tomorrow,” she agreed. “It’s a date.”  
“Babe, would you please stop offering dates to beautiful women?” Brynn sauntered into the kitchen and Savannah’s eyes did that specifically Brynn-related thing where they went soft and hot at the same time. She slipped her arms around her wife and gazed up at her. Rosalie’s heart did that thing it often did around them, some kind of complex emotion that was love and joy and jealousy and some other weird tug that she only just now realized was grief.  
“You know what a weakness I have for them,” Savannah flirted with her wife and Brynn smirked and kissed her.
Dinner was… dinner was a nightmare.
Savannah, true to her word - as Rosalie had known she would be - insinuated nothing, instead reverting to her charming hostess best, making sure to share her spotlight with every person in the room equally. She asked Cassidy and Kinsey about how the band was going, shared cute kid anecdotes with Lane, got Brynn talking about her impending album release and gently hauled Rosalie into a conversation about the cold snowy walk through the woods they’d taken earlier. It was about as low pressure and easy as a dinner party could be.
Except that Kinsey existed. Rosalie was sat opposite Cassidy and Lane, and yet somehow, it was Kinsey, sitting next to her, that despite her best efforts and being in her periphery, seemed to be all she was able to see. Her glossy hair hung in a low braid, soft strands escaping around her face. Her hands, whether innocently handling cutlery or curled around the stem of a wineglass were distractingly beautiful and her forearms escaping from her maroon plaid shirt were straight up pornographic, especially since Rosalie knew intimately what they were capable of. Her smile - as she interacted with what to most people would be towering celebrity - was natural and confident.  But oh god, her eyes, when their gaze occasionally met… Rosalie was not coping.
It was so much worse because Lane and Cassidy were there: the young person she’d known as a kid and the literal baby sister of her best friend. She remembered hearing stories of Cassie when she was three, for crying out loud. Having sex with one of their peers was such a clear sign of a mid-life crisis Rosalie wanted to laugh at herself, or cry, she wasn’t sure which.  
Unfortunately, for all her self-recriminations, it didn’t stop the lust one bit. Around the time dessert was served and Kinsey licked a sweet spoon of creme brûlée into her mouth. Rosalie heard as clearly as if she’d said it now, Kinsey whispering you’re making me need to fuck you when you make sounds like that and she choked back a whimper.
As soon as dinner was finished, Rosalie made her excuses and fled to her room.

The next day was a little better. When she finally ventured out for coffee, Kinsey was nowhere to be seen. As it turned out, Lane had been given the day off and had whisked Cassidy and Kinsey on a hike through the forest, taking advantage of a lovely clear Vermont morning and a break in the snow. For the moment, at least, Rosalie felt like she could breathe again.
Savannah had gotten that focused dreamy expression that meant she had a song to write so Rosalie and Brynn headed up to the playroom and hung out with the kids together. Over the years, Rosalie had come to adore Brynn, for two primary reasons: she made Savannah happy beyond measure, and she was never threatened by Savannah and Rosalie’s closeness, making her a rare creature in both their lives. Beyond that, she was warm, steady, funny and easygoing, and - if Rosalie had been forced to admit it at gunpoint - it didn’t hurt that she was extremely easy on the eye.  She was the perfect counterpoint to Savannah in every way.  
She was also a lot more relaxing to be around than her wife right now, since she neither had psychic level knowledge of Rosalie, nor twenty years of baggage. The two of them talked easily around Tucker’s excited story-telling and inventive games and Emmeline’s happy gurgles. Rosalie lounged on the playroom floor while the adorable, chubby, blue-eyed baby practiced her sitting, surrounded by a semi-circle of cushions as she swayed. 
It was a delicious, domesticated kind of morning, with some good coffee, and easy laughter; Brynn’s lovely voice employed by storybooks or silly songs, and the sweet baby scent of Emmeline’s silky blonde head that Rosalie could never get enough of. Savannah ducked in a couple of times to breastfeed and Rosalie felt a desperate warmth in her chest as she saw the way their lives seemed so beautifully effortless. She knew damn well it wasn’t, having helped Lane literally pick Savannah up off the floor nearly six months ago, which only made the tranquil scene more delightful.
She looked over at Savannah on the window seat of her giant luxurious winter mansion, baby on her breast, smiling at the small child holding her ankles, her beautiful wife lightly touching her hair as she brought her over a coffee. She had a sudden flash of the thin, wary, abandoned teen that Rosalie had first met and to her surprise, her eyes filled with tears. For the first time she wondered if it was not Rachel she was still trying to rescue over and over, but Savannah, too. 

After lunch Rosalie had returned to her room and read for a while. She wondered how Lemonade was going with his hastily arranged house-sitter, Mabel, another of the center’s many ex-clients she kept touch with. Mabel was working as a vet nurse and jumped at the opportunity to take a break from her roommates. There were, Rosalie reminded herself, as Chloe’s sweet face jumped into her mind again, many happy stories that had come out of her time at the center. Keeping in contact with what she thought of as the center’s graduates was one of the things that kept her going when times were rough.
She imagined, as she often did, what Rachel would be like now, what kind of life she’d have for herself and what she’d make of Savannah’s spectacular success and Rosalie’s currently monastic lifestyle. She spluttered out a giggle. It was probably exactly what Rachel would have projected for her. She could see her sister in her mind, perpetually a teenager and fixing Rosalie with a disdainful stare. Of course you’re a cat lady, Ros,
since you dress like that.  
A knock came on the door. When she answered it, there stood Savannah, childfree and smiling.  
“Get your swimsuit,” she said. “We have a date, remember?”
Fifteen minutes later, Rosalie sighed with contentment. Savannah and Brynn had recently installed an outdoor jacuzzi, tucked away in the trees. The outside air was freezing, snowdrifts on the ground around them, but the water was deliciously hot. As she tipped her head back, all she could see were sparse snow-covered branches and the big empty sky, dull and heavily clouded, the threat of snow upon them.  
“Enough stalling,” Savannah raised her eyebrows. “You promised to tell me all about that time you seduced a hot young thing and had your wicked way with her.”
“It was the opposite, actually,” Rosalie admitted and Savannah cocked her head.
“Oh?”
Rosalie told her the whole story of Kinsey’s confident seduction, including a very brief outline of what had gone down behind the curtain. Savannah’s eyes went wide.
“That’s… okay, that’s just extremely, indecently hot,” she whispered.  “God. I may need to go find my wife soon,” she added, sinking her teeth into her lower lip. “Just to pretend we’re not an old married couple with children and could live the kind of exciting life you suddenly lead again.”  
Rosalie gazed skyward, but she couldn’t help her small smirk.
“It did feel a little like that,” she admitted. “Like I was remembering how I used to be able to just throw myself into experiences for the hell of it. Without worrying about consequences.”
“Mm.” Savannah still seemed diverted. Then she sat up straight, hot water fizzing around her shoulders. “So then what? Did you go home with her?”
“No,” Rosalie sighed, “then I started worrying about consequences.” As she told Savannah the rest of the story, she watched her best friend’s face fall. 
“Oh honey,” Savannah said, looking strangely sad. “That sounds about right.”
“Excuse me?”
A happy shriek cut through the air. Rosalie and Savannah’s heads shot up, scanning the trees. Lane, Cassidy and Kinsey had returned from their hike and now all three streaked through the snow, wearing bathrobes and rainboots. Cassidy squealed at top volume in the biting cold.
“Oh!” she said, all three of them pausing before the hottub.“Mind if we join you?”
“Of course not,” Savannah instantly hostessed and Rosalie nearly died. Kinsey’s hair was scooped up in a silky knot on top of her head and she already looked tempting enough in a bathrobe. She looked directly at Rosalie and held her eyes as she neatly dropped the robe. Rosalie really did die then, immediately, on the spot. Kinsey wore a fluorescent pink bikini, softly straining across her breasts and covering very little of her glowing skin. Rosalie was distantly aware that she was staring but all she could see was the body she’d felt against her that night. She drank in the lovely curve of Kinsey’s waist flaring to her hips, the long line of her abdomen disappearing into low-cut bikini bottoms, her strong thighs and shapely legs. She swallowed as she caught the clear outline of hard nipples behind the lycra, which was probably due to the cold, but also, based on Kinsey’s frank gaze, equally might not be.
Underneath the fizzing bubbles, Savannah grabbed her knee and squeezed it hard, clearly not out of support but because otherwise she’d explode from not being able to tease Rosalie right now. Kinsey took her sweet time about getting into the water, but finally her body was submerged from view, though Rosalie still didn’t quite feel like she could catch her breath.  
Cassidy smiled over at them, glowing with prettiness and clear happiness, obviously none the wiser as to what was going on around her. Lane looked ridiculously in their natural element, flanked by two beautiful, bikini-clad babes, one on either side of them, though as always, they wouldn’t have even noticed if they’d all been naked as long as Cassidy was around.  
Kinsey, though, had definitely noticed Rosalie’s blatant ogle of her body.  Her face said made you look, as clearly as if she’d said it out loud. Rosalie could ostensibly blame the hot tub for the color her face was right now, but more than one person in this tub knew that would be a lie. Why was the universe doing this to her? Actually, fuck the universe; this was all Savannah Grace’s fault. Winter homes in Vermont and outdoor hot tubs definitely wouldn’t be happening in Rosalie’s life if it wasn’t for her.
“Did you have a good hike?” Savannah asked, smiling.
“It was fine.” Cassidy shrugged. “Like it’s pretty or whatever but I still don’t know why you need a whole extra mansion to live in just for winter.”
Lane rolled their eyes.
“You loved it.” They ratted her out. “You took eleven hundred photos just of the view.”  
“To be fair,” Kinsey said, “the views here are gorgeous.” She looked directly at Rosalie as she said it. Rosalie couldn’t tell if she wanted to roll her eyes or melt. Savannah poked her thigh deliberately under the water and she shoved her hand away, trying not to flinch.    
“What do you think of the views, Rosalie?” Savannah asked her casually. Rosalie wanted to murder her.  
“The trees,” she said deliberately, “are lovely. As is the lake.”   
Kinsey smirked.  
Rosalie lifted the hair off the back of her neck, starting to feel overheated.  She raised herself up to sit on her knees, aiming for a little cool winter air on her skin and Kinsey stared. Rosalie glanced down and realized her move meant her own body was no longer fully hidden by the fizzing water, her dark green bikini top fully on view.  Oh shit, did that seem like she’d done it on purpose? Her usually pale skin was flushed pink from the hot water and while her bikini was by necessity far less skimpy than Kinsey’s, it was still a bikini, so she may as well have held up a sign saying would you like to see my breasts? Being that Kinsey seemed to have lost the ability to blink, the answer was apparently still very much yes.
Rosalie had a wildly inappropriate flash of memory, Kinsey’s hot mouth licking and biting her nipples while she writhed against her, moaning. She wondered if Kinsey was remembering the same thing and pressed her thighs together against the agitated pulse of heat she felt at the thought.
Oh god. If this was how the first day was going, this was going to be an excruciating two weeks.    



Before
“Please don’t do this,” Rosalie whispered, but she might as well have been saying it to an empty room. Savannah wasn’t exactly packing - she had nothing really to pack - but while she was still physically in the room, it seemed like in every other way she’d already left.
“It’s fine,” Savannah said, shuffling her small stack of belongings on Rosalie’s bed. “Look, it’s a good thing; you’ll get your room back and I’m no longer homeless.”
Coral - one of Rachel and Savannah’s friends from the party scene -  just signed a lease on a tiny two bedroom and she’d offered one to Savannah. Her parents owned a small diner in downtown Nashville and she’d told Savannah they always needed waitresses. Savannah had trialled this morning and been hired. Suddenly, a couple of months off eighteen, she had a job and an apartment. 
“You haven’t been homeless,” Rosalie said, “you live here with me.”
“You know what I mean,” Savannah said. She leaned back on the windowsill, looking at Rosalie where she sat on the bed. “I’m so grateful. You saved my life, you and Rach. But we can’t just sleep in the same bed forever.”
Since we had sex, Rosalie finished the sentence in her mind. The last two nights they’d both laid awake, rigid, on their own sides of the bed, the sound of their breathing somehow all consuming until Rosalie wasn’t even sure how to breathe normally anymore. She’d wanted nothing more than to reach out across the divide and find the warm body she knew was right there, but she’d made a promise and she was going to keep it. Her restraint didn’t seem to help though. Savannah was awkward with her and jumpy, as though they didn’t know how to be in the same space anymore.
Rosalie took a long shaky breath and steeled herself. “Am I ever going to see you again?” she asked.  
Savannah’s brow furrowed.   “Yes,” she said. “Of course. That’s not even a question.”
Rosalie glared down at her hands, her stomach churning. Rachel was gone and she didn’t seem like she was coming back. Her parents were dead to her, and as far as Rosalie was concerned they would stay that way until the day came that she heard her sister was okay. Travis might as well be gone too after their prom night disaster. And now Savannah was leaving her. Alone, in this bed, in this room, which had once been so full of the three of them.  
Savannah seemed to come unstuck. She pushed off the window and came over to the bed, taking Rosalie’s hand and pulling her to her feet. She put her arms around her and Rosalie caught her breath. It was the first time they’d so much as touched since the night they’d ended up naked. It wasn’t a polite hug; it was fierce, their whole bodies pressed tight, Savannah’s arms squeezing her so close it was almost painful. As she let go, her lips found Rosalie’s neck, just for a second. And then she was gone.

And that - just as Rosalie suspected it would be - was that. Savannah didn’t show up again, and she hadn’t told Rosalie her new address. Rosalie was left alone. No sister, no best friend, no…whatever it was that Savannah was to her. She sat alone in her room at night, stared at her window, and ached.  
Rosalie concentrated hard on imagining Rachel in her new exciting life in another state, but fear leaked through the cracks in her story. Would Rachel really go without saying goodbye to her? Would she not have found a phone somehow, called her sister’s mobile, even just sent her a text? Fair enough she wouldn’t want to run into their parents but she’d snuck in and out like a goddamned cat burglar for over a year; she knew how to evade them. Rachel had obviously decided the risk wasn’t worth it; her sister had landed on her feet elsewhere and Rosalie refused to consider any other option.
As for what had happened between her and Savannah, Rosalie turned it over and over in her mind. She thought about blaming the grief, blaming Savannah for being the one to kiss her, or chalking it all up to teenage hormones but she couldn’t argue herself out of the truth. She was gay. There was no way, after Savannah had melded her soft smooth body into hers, that Rosalie would ever be able to fool herself that she wanted anything different. So, now, there was that to contend with. Would her parents try to pack her off to a conversion center too, if they knew? Or had they learned their lesson losing one child? Rosalie didn’t care to find out.
She had one more year of high school to go. She imagined hunting Savannah down and saying now it’s your fucking turn so she could return the favour, and Rosalie could hunker down with her and Coral until graduation. Her parents paid her school fees though and she was too much of a goody two-shoes to drop out without finishing. One more year, then she’d leave for college. Maybe in New York, maybe in California, who knew? She could make it through that, right? Just a year? Besides…what if Rachel came home?
Rosalie was going to have to go it all alone.

And so she did. The days turned into weeks. Home was devastating. School was lonely. She tried to make new friends, girls like Georgia and Caitlin who’d been in her class for years, but it wasn’t the same as having Travis or Savannah or Rachel. They were surface friends. They’d never known about Rachel and while they seemed cool, Rosalie wasn’t sure how they’d actually react if she told them the truth about what she’d discovered about herself.
Before she knew it she was staring down summer break. Once, it would have meant her and Travis against the world, or her and Rachel scheming away from their parents, but now…nothing. As the heat grew so did her misery and boredom. Georgia and Caitlin invited her around sometimes, or to parties, but the parties in particular made her feel like an alien now, with everyone around her enthusiastically performing heterosexuality exactly within their assigned gender roles. One more year, she kept in her mind like a mantra, one more year and she’d get the hell out of Tennessee.
One afternoon she’d returned from hanging out with Caitlin, listening to her talk about her crush, Jake, for what felt like a thousand years. She tried to dodge her mom at the door as she came in, but endured a meltdown. Her mom had already lost one child and couldn’t cope with losing another one and why wouldn’t Rosalie just talk to her? 
“Because you didn’t lose Rachel, mom,” Rosalie said wearily, “you gave her no choice but to go and now we’re stuck not knowing if she’s even alive.”
Her mom stared at her, then burst into noisy wails.
Rosalie walked away feeling like she might explode into a thousand pieces. She flopped down on her bed. Afternoon, evening and night, all of it seemed to stretch before her like infinity, like she’d never ever see the end of it.
The late afternoon sun flooded into her room, making her squint. Her vision snagged on something. Stuck to the outside of her bedroom window with a small wad of pink chewing gum, was a piece of paper. She sat bolt upright and raced for the window. It was awkward pulling the window up and trying to grab the paper from the other side of the glass but she managed it, her heart racing as she unfolded the white square of note paper. 
Her shoulders dropped. The looping, curving handwriting didn’t belong to Rachel, her sister’s print spiky like chicken scratch. It simply stated Rosalie’s name with a little heart next to it, then underneath an address in downtown Nashville, and a time, 10PM.
That night when she snuck out, a tingle ran down her spine. She’d stolen one of Rachel’s cute low-cut tops and wore her own cut-off jeans. Part of her felt like Rachel was right there with her, nodding her begrudging approval as she slipped her feet out of the window and jumped down to the ground. 
She made her way downtown, hearing snatches of music leak out of the bars, weaving around buskers hoping to make it big, trying to stay out of the way of the groups of tourists and drunk adult men who eyed her body and cat-called.  
The note's address led her to a small double story house, the top floor windows flashing with party lights. Downstairs seemed dark and quiet. Venturing around the side of the house, she found an open door leading directly to the top apartment. Music and laughter spilled down towards her, along with the heady scent of alcohol.
“Hey,” she said, to the first people she saw as she climbed the stairs but no one seemed to care. They were in their own world, lazing back comfortably on the stairs like they were in a living room, drinking out of a shared wine bottle, strumming a guitar and laughing.   
She walked in the open door of the apartment, finding it packed with people everywhere, some faces vaguely familiar. Was that Daria? Rosalie wove her way through the living room toward her, ducking around clusters of friends, raucous with laughter and conversation. Just as Daria raised her head and spotted her Rosalie spun away. She couldn’t face the conversation she knew would follow - any news of Rachel - and she squeezed her eyes tightly closed for a moment, the room seeming to spin.
When she opened them, a couple of stoned young guys were watching her with bleary-eyed concern. She shrugged at them and forced her face into a smile. They burst into slow giggles, clutching at each other, making her roll her eyes and turn away. 
She felt awkward and out of place. This was stupid. Here she was, jumping to follow the hope the note on her window had promised her, only to find a room full of strangers in a world that had nothing to do with her.
On her way back toward the door, she spotted Coral, tall, gorgeous, her hand on her upper chest as she laughed at something some well-built guy was saying. Rosalie hesitated, for one long second, hating herself for the questions hovering on her tongue. Have you seen her? Is she here? She clenched her teeth against them and forced her feet to keep moving.
A warm hand grabbed hold of her arm and even as she turned, she knew exactly who it belonged to. 
“You came!” Savannah said brightly. Rosalie stared at her. She’d trimmed her hair, golden locks tumbling down her back in neat waves and she wore a cute red sundress. Rosalie wanted to hug her and yell at her in equal measures. And okay, maybe also kiss her, but she tried not to focus on that.
“So you’re not dead,” Rosalie said flatly. 
Savannah tried to laugh but it came out a little off. She tucked her hair behind her ear. “Don’t be like that.”
“Like what exactly?” Rosalie asked. “Sad? Angry? Confused?”
“It’s only been a few weeks,” Savannah said, her expression some kind of attempt at sunny, like she could just smile Rosalie out of having this conversation altogether.
“Several, actually,” Rosalie disagreed. “And I didn’t hear a word from you, so yeah, I’ve been feeling some fucking feelings.” Savannah opened her mouth, but she didn’t say a word. She looked like she was regretting inviting Rosalie at all. Rosalie didn’t care. She folded her arms across her chest and snapped, “You know what I’ve just been through, but you disappeared on me all the same.”
Savannah’s mask broke. Her brow furrowed and for a second it looked like she might be about to cry. She grabbed Rosalie’s hand and pulled her through the party and into a small bedroom. Even in the low light it was clear there were no less than two couples making out on the bed.
“Jesus christ!” Savannah snapped at them and flicked the overhead light on. “Are you kidding me? Get out!”
They hustled out. As they left, Rosalie looked around. The room was small but neat, the bed taking up most of the floorspace. There was a set of bookshelves, made out of cinder blocks and planks of wood, housing a growing collection of battered second hand paperbacks. A small green houseplant perched on the wooden windowsill. Despite her anger, Rosalie felt her shoulders drop. Savannah was right. It was nice seeing her have an actual home, one that was really hers. 
Savannah turned to her as the door shut behind the uninvited guests.  
“I should have called,” she said softly. “Or wrote you a letter. Or something.”
“Or literally just come through my window and said ‘hi’ like a normal person.” Rosalie rolled her eyes.
“Maybe not that one,” Savannah said, looking away.    
“Why not? What is so horribly bad about seeing me?”
“It’s not bad seeing you,” Savannah pushed back. “I just needed a bit of space.” Her voice wavered, one hand coming up as if to push back her own hair before it stilled, hanging awkwardly in the air.
“Oh, a bit?” Rosalie felt her pulse starting to race as the urge to finally have the fight Savannah’s disappearance had denied her pounded in her bloodstream. 
“Yes,” Savannah said. “I needed some time… to get over you, okay?”
Rosalie’s lips had already parted but the pointed words she had ready suddenly died.
“What?” she asked.  
Savannah scrunched her eyes shut for a long moment. When she opened them again, she went to sit on the bed before she seemed to think better of it. She sat on the floor, leaning against the bed instead, looking up at Rosalie until she finally gave in and went to sit next to her.
“I meant what I said,” Savannah told her eventually. “I don’t think I could deal with losing you.”
“You’ve got a weird way of showing it,” Rosalie pointed out.  
Savannah sighed. “Yeah, I know.”
“The getting over me thing?” Rosalie prodded.  
“Ugh,” Savannah groaned. “You don’t let anything go, do you?” 
“Literally never.”
Savannah pulled her knees up and lay her head on them.  
“The thing is,” she said, “that you’re kind of everything.” Rosalie flinched in surprise. “I’ve never met anyone like you,” Savannah said softly. “You let me - a stranger - into your life and your bed. You kept me safe, you made me laugh, you gave me books. You made me about three-hundred-and-twenty sandwiches. You never judged me, you always made me feel comfortable. You’re funny and you’re sweet. And…” she paused, frowning down at her fingers, “you’re beautiful.” She swallowed hard. “God, that night at the party? I know we were high but I wanted to kiss you, so badly.”
“Oh,” Rosalie said, dumbly.  
Savannah huffed.
“You were always so oblivious like you had no idea how gorgeous I thought you were. But even though I tried, I just couldn’t stop seeing you that way.” She looked down again. “And then… that night that we…”
“Had sex?”
“Had sex,” Savannah said, swallowing. “It was so… unbelievable. And everything I’ve ever wanted in my whole life.”
“So you said let’s never do it again, and left?” 
Savannah sighed. She stared down at her feet, hard, like her shoes had the answers.
“The problem is, I think I love you. And I think I love you more than that.”
Rosalie’s mouth opened and then closed.  
“Hm?” was all she managed.  
Savannah’s expression turned exasperated. She glared at her.  
“I said, you asshole, that I love you. And I don’t want us to fuck because I don’t want you to be my girlfriend or whatever, because we’re literally seventeen and eighteen and we will screw it up in about five minutes flat and then I will lose you! And I just have this… feeling… that you’re too important to me for that. So yeah, I needed some space to get over you, so we could move the fuck on. Okay?”
Rosalie gaped at Savannah, her mouth falling open. Then she turned and stared at the wall in front of them because it was far less distracting and confusing. Her mind raced and her heart pounded in her chest. This felt about a thousand miles from the last time a friend had told her they loved her. But eventually, she grabbed Savannah’s hand and held it tight.
“I love you too,” Rosalie realized. A sense of wonder hit her as she examined Savannah’s face. “Let’s be two people who don’t have sex with each other, forever.”  
Savannah bit down on her lip, before she broke into one of those smiles she had, that could just about blind a girl.
“Okay.”
“Okay.” Rosalie agreed. “It’s a deal.” They sat in silence for a minute, hand in hand, then she looked over at Savannah again. “Do you want to make out one more time first?”
“I-” Savannah’s eyelashes flickered. “Wait.” She looked up. “You’re literally teasing me right now.”
“I’m just checking on your resolve!”  
“I’m not falling for that!”
“Hm, well, it was your last chance. We’re friends only, from now on.”
“There’s nothing only about it.”  
Their eyes met, and they both smiled.
“Should we hug?” Rosalie asked.
“Maybe after we get out of my bedroom?”
“Oh. Good point.”
Once back out in the main party, Savannah pulled Rosalie into her arms and they hugged each other tight for a solid minute.    
“You guys are cute,” Coral breezed by.
“Platonic cute,” Rosalie informed her over Savannah’s shoulder.  
“Oh?” Coral paused. “In that case, that girl over there in the corner spilled her drink all over herself the minute you walked in.”
“Really?” Rosalie asked, craning her neck to see. Savannah jerked out of the hug and gave her a small shove.
“I fucking told you,” she said with an eye roll.  



Chapter Thirteen
“I think I’m going to pass out,” Kinsey announced their second morning in Vermont. She and Cassidy were exploring the band room downstairs. “Beware the Fury is literally haunting these walls, don’t you think?”
Cassidy tried to look unimpressed as if her sister’s talent was debatable, but her eyes were shining. The basement room was low-key and comfortable, all soft dim lights and instruments that were so beautiful Kinsey was afraid to breathe on them. She could see it perfectly… Savannah Grace after Twice Struck’s break-up, beautiful and heartbroken, trying to make it on her own; Noah Lyman all casually cool and grungy; and epically talented Brynn Marshall, yet to be discovered. 
“They totally fell in love in this room,” Kinsey decided, both hearts and stars in her eyes. 
“Gross,” said Cassidy, pulling a face, then holding her songwriting notebook she flopped down on the big, comfy, designer sofa.
“Yeah,” Kinsey continued dreamily, “they definitely had sex for the first time on that couch right there.”
“Argh!” Cassidy slid immediately to the floor and gave her a filthy look, and Kinsey grinned back.  
“Probably still do,” she added, ducking as Cassidy threw her pen at her.
“I hate you.”
“You love me,” Kinsey said automatically, without even thinking. Cassidy went silent, her face turning slightly pink. Somehow, Kinsey felt her own cheeks heat a little. “Oh,” she said. “Still haven’t told Lane, huh?”
“I… I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Cassidy said softly. “It’s like the words get stuck.”
Kinsey considered her. “But you do, right? You love Lane?”
Cassidy met her gaze head on. “I do,” she said. “Completely.”
“You can tell me you love Lane, but you can’t tell them?”  
“I guess so,” Cassidy said, her eyelashes flickering as she squinted at the floor. She pulled her knees up to her chest.  
“So what are you afraid of?”
“I think,” she said slowly, “I’m afraid they won’t say it back. Or that if I say it first, they’ll stop… chasing me.”
“Cassie,” she said, “I think it’s pretty clear you’re caught already. I mean, you’re monogamous right? For like, half a year?”
“Of course!” Cassidy looked shocked. “But there’s other ways you can still be kind of running,” she said, casting her eyelashes low. After a while, she looked up. “Lane had this pattern, before me, of only dating girls they couldn’t really have, or of ending it as soon as it got real.”
“You think if you admit you love them it’ll get real? Too real?”
“I don’t know,” Cassidy said quietly. “But I do know they’ve never once used the L word about me. Or at least, not about all of me.”
“Huh?”
“You know, they’ll say like I love your eyes or… whatever, that kind of thing.”
“I love your tits,” said Kinsey and Cassidy went scarlet, her head jerking up. Kinsey giggled, her eyes going wide, “I was impersonating Lane, jesus christ, Cassidy.”
“You get my point, at least,” Cassidy said, her face still flushed, avoiding Kinsey’s eyes.  
“Look.” Kinsey stopped laughing. “I don’t know what’s going through Lane’s mind but you could ask literally anyone who’s ever seen you two together. They’re in love with you. Like so in love. If they run because you love them back… that would be the stupidest damn thing I’ve ever heard.”
Cassidy sighed. She seemed deflated, her fingers picking at the end of one shoelace, her shoulders hunched. Then she straightened.
“Want to write a song about that?”
“Hell yes.”
There really must have been something in the air in that room because the song came together so fast it felt like actual magic. As Kinsey sounded out chords and sketched out lyrics she thought of Rosalie, in the streetlight, telling her you literally don’t know me enough to like me and not for the first time she wondered if Kinsey saying I like you was the real reason she’d run so damn fast. What did it mean, to Rosalie, to hear that someone liked her, that would make her shut it all down? And, God could Kinsey have come off any less cool? Maybe she should have taken a leaf out of Cassidy’s book.  
“Wow,” Cassidy breathed as they played it through again, the whole thing starting to fit together. “I’m glad you came to Vermont with me, cos this whole thing,” she waved her hand around at the room and at the space between the two of them “is ridiculously good.”
Kinsey’s knees felt slightly weak, her heartrate spiking at the potential lighting up around them in sparks so bright she could almost see them. “It is, isn’t it?”
——
After a few hours, they decided to take a break and let the music breathe for a while. Cassidy left to go and find Lane, and Kinsey stayed a little longer, just soaking up the atmosphere of the hallowed space, lost in her own thoughts. When she drifted up the stairs, she stepped out the door into the hall, and instantly collided with someone going the other way.
“Oh god,” she said, hands shooting out to steady them both. “Sorry!” 
The words were barely out of her mouth before she recognized that silken auburn hair and sharp inhale of breath. She was holding onto Rosalie’s hips, those bright green eyes wide and staring. She felt unbelievably good, but Kinsey forced herself to release her and take a half step back. It was the first time they’d been alone since the night they’d been together. 
“Hey,” Kinsey said. “How’ve you been?”
Rosalie was slightly flushed from the closeness of the unexpected encounter and already Kinsey imagined tugging her back in and kissing her. It felt like it would be so easy to. She thought of yesterday, in the hot tub, Rosalie’s gaze roaming her body, that same deep hunger she’d seen flash in her eyes before. There was want here, sparking furiously between them, of that Kinsey was perfectly sure.
“I’m… good,” Rosalie said, her voice uncertain. How anyone could look this tempting in jeans and a little knit sweater, Kinsey had no idea. “And you?”
“I’m very well thank you,” Kinsey returned, her voice deliberately aimed at prim. “Thank you so much for asking.”
A small smile broke on Rosalie’s face.
“I’m glad to hear that,” she said quietly, tucking back a lock of her beautiful hair. For a few seconds, they just looked at each other. Kinsey had never been so aware of someone else breathing before. A few bars of the song she and Cassidy had just written echoed in her ears.  
“Listen,” she said, still standing close. “This doesn’t have to be weird.”
“No… of course not.” Rosalie’s fingers were still fiddling with her hair.  
“It was a couple of fun hours, that was all,” Kinsey told her lightly. “No big deal.”
Rosalie looked up at her, a flash of something in her eyes.  
“Right,” she said. “I mean, of course.”
“And it was months ago,” Kinsey continued, with a small shrug, “so it’s water under the bridge by now.”
“Definitely,” Rosalie swallowed.  
“So we’re cool, right?”
“Totally,” Rosalie said. “So cool.”
“Well,” Kinsey smiled at her, “I’ll see you around.” She took a couple of steps, then turned back to see Rosalie was rooted in place, watching her go. “How long are you staying?” she asked, her tone friendly.
“Another couple of weeks,” said Rosalie, her voice a little tight.
“Oh,” said Kinsey. “Me too. Catch you at dinner?” 
“Mmhm,” Rosalie said. 
Kinsey walked away, feeling eyes on her body, a small smile still on her lips.
That night as they sat by each other at dinner again, something had shifted. Rather than spending the whole meal trying to pretend Kinsey didn’t exist, like she had the night before, Rosalie seemed to subtly orient her body towards her. There was nothing blatant, no touching, no flirting, just somehow an implicit acknowledgment that they weren’t quite strangers. Kinsey felt an almost irresistible pull to turn toward her too, but she ignored it. She could feel it, like an energy shift, Rosalie becoming more and more tuned into her, the less she gave her. Kinsey was not especially into games, but the effect was… intriguing, to say the least.
“How was writing today?” Brynn asked them.
“So good,” said Cassidy, turning to Kinsey “Wasn’t it?”
“It was,” she confirmed. “We wrote a killer song, actually.”
“Has it got a name?” Brynn asked.
“The Runner,” said Kinsey.  
Savannah looked interested. “I take it it’s not about athletics?” 
“No.” Cassidy and Kinsey looked at each other. Cassidy wasn’t about to elaborate on her end.  
“Just a little thing,” Kinsey said, “about people who run.”  
She felt, rather than saw Rosalie shift beside her. Savannah looked at Kinsey, her thoughtful gaze assessing.  
“Huh,” she said simply.



Chapter Fourteen
The next evening after dinner, Rosalie entered the third-floor living room and held back a sigh. This just kept happening. Tonight, for example, the kids were asleep early and the grownups were relaxing with a movie night. There were three big, cushy couches arranged around the big screen. On one, Cassidy was sprawled, her head on Lane’s lap, their fingers in her hair. On the other, sat Brynn, Savannah nestled cozily into her body, Brynn’s outstretched arm around her shoulders. Which left the third couch.. for Kinsey and Rosalie. 
It was the curse of hanging out with couples. If Kinsey hadn’t been there, Rosalie would have been the extra addition, the added party of one. That wasn’t the most comfortable position to be in, but it was a lot more comfortable than the way the two of them kept getting thrown together like a third couple by default. At the dining table, the two of them always sat side by side. Or earlier today, the two of them were placed together in the back of the luxury van as they were all ferried up a snowy mountain ski resort, not because any of them were skiers, but because the view from the top was gorgeous. Then, of course, when they got there, the ski lifts were all built for two. Each couple jumped in ahead and snuggled up close in the cold.  
Kinsey had turned to her and smiled, a faint hint of an eye roll at their predicament as the ski lift caught them and carried them away together again.
The bar came down overhead, and the two of them swayed in the silence as the lift creaked excruciatingly slowly over the view. About thirty feet in front of them, Savannah and Brynn were stealing a kiss. Rosalie looked away.
“So,” said Kinsey after a while, her voice a light tease. “Here we are again.”
Rosalie risked a glance sideways and instantly regretted it. Kinsey looked extraordinarily appealing, the contrast of her gleaming black hair against the snowy backdrop, a lovely flush on her skin from the cold.  
“I guess so,” Rosalie said. Of course Kinsey would go straight for the elephant in the room, now they were stuck forty feet in the air with nowhere to go. “The joys of being the fifth and sixth wheel.”
“It’s pretty horrible,” Kinsey agreed. “Everyone else is making out and I’m stuck with someone, that as you know, I find extremely repellant.”  
Rosalie prayed the cold was strong enough to prevent a full blush but she wasn’t quite sure it entirely succeeded. She definitely felt warm.
“That sounds really hard for you.” She narrowed her eyes at Kinsey. “How absolutely dreadful.”
Kinsey laughed.  
“I’m miserable,” she said, and bit her lip against a smile, looking out at the snowy hill. 
Rosalie wasn’t sure where to go with that. Kinsey had made it quite clear the day before that she viewed their night together as just a hot casual blip in her life that was clearly full of hot casual blips. It wasn’t like she’d thought Kinsey was going to stay hung up on her, but the understanding that she absolutely hadn’t left Rosalie a little… hanging. She hadn’t imagined the heat of Kinsey’s gaze on her in the hot tub, surely she hadn’t? But then again, last night Kinsey had barely seemed to notice her at dinner and it made her a little crazy.
And now, here, high above the snow, Kinsey seemed to be flirting with her? Rosalie couldn’t tell if she was being toyed with or if Kinsey was just so damn cool about casual sex that this was zero stakes flirting for her. She tried to scoot slightly further away, fighting a slight scowl at the solid metal bar holding them close together.
The night they’d met, Kinsey had told her, her tone low and hungry, that Rosalie was the hottest fuck she’d ever had. Rosalie remembered it perfectly, what with how she’d replayed the moment more than once, alone in her bed at night, right when she was about to come. It never failed to push her over the edge. Was that just one of Kinsey’s lines? Did she say that to everyone? Damnit, she wanted to know.
She was almost on the verge of actually asking her when the ski lift made the top of the hill and they tumbled out to join the others. For the rest of the day, Kinsey was perfectly sweet-natured and easygoing toward her - no lingering gazes, no smoldering eyes - just as if Rosalie was no more than a casual acquaintance who deserved her politeness. Which was what Roalie should want, right? No awkwardness, no uncomfortable moments, no one suspecting a thing. Instead, it made her nuts.  
Kinsey had been all in, the night they’d met. The confidence, the smirk, the desperate want, the dirty talk. Her kiss, the way she fucked Rosalie, the traces of tenderness afterward, so adamantly clear that she liked her. Hadn’t she even said something about wanting to beg? And then this? Rosalie gently flicked aside as if there had been nothing between them but a quickie in a bar with a stranger?    
Right now, Kinsey lounged comfortably on one side of the sofa in front of the big screen. She wore a pair of gray sweatpants and a long sleeved white henley. Everything about her appearance was casual, but she also looked achingly cozy like she’d be soft everywhere Rosalie touched. Rosalie swallowed and quickly took her place on the other side of the non-couple couch. As soon as she sat, Brynn dimmed the lights and the movie started. It was an old classic, something Rosalie should have liked, but she absolutely couldn’t take her eyes off Kinsey.
The henley was unbuttoned, just enough to show a subtle dip of cleavage. Rosalie couldn’t pull her gaze away from the little gap in the fabric to save her life. When she did finally manage, there was plenty else to distract her too. The cling of the soft, white cotton to the shape of her torso, the curve of her throat, the glimpse of collarbone, the fall of her glossy hair over her shoulder, the fullness of her lips, the sparkle of her eyes… looking back at Rosalie.  Oh shit. 
Kinsey responded to Rosalie’s unsubtle gaze with a small smirk of acknowledgement and then she… returned to the movie. She didn’t toy with her hair, or bite her lip, or arch her spine just a little, or give any fucking sign, whatsoever, that having caught Rosalie lusting over her, she was going to encourage it one bit. This was what Rosalie got for rejecting her when she had the chance.  
Rosalie spent the rest of the movie, gazing almost unseeingly at the screen. Kinsey might be attracted to her, but she was clearly done. There would be no more chasing Rosalie, no more bold seductions, no pushing her buttons or making her pleasantly uncomfortable and Rosalie was bereft. She wanted more. She wanted so much more.  
By the time the movie ended, Cassidy was passed out asleep and Lane was too damn cute to move her. Brynn practically carried Savannah off to bed; the tired parents almost asleep on their feet. Kinsey and Rosalie left the room at more or less the same time, and Rosalie found her heart pounding slightly as they walked down the stairs together. Kinsey though, simply smiled and wished her a calm goodnight as she opened the door to her guest room and closed it behind her with a firm click.
Back in her room, Rosalie found herself filled with restless energy. She felt immensely annoyed with the Rosalie of two months ago for fucking things up so spectacularly. Surely there could have been a better way to have managed the situation with Kinsey. There had to have been some way that they could have worked it out so that Rosalie wasn’t left so stewing with regret.    
She rolled her eyes at herself and went and took a long shower. She found herself wondering… what if? What if Kinsey was actually just respecting what Rosalie had literally told her she wanted? What if Kinsey still wanted her, the way her gaze in the hot tub had clearly spelled out? What if Kinsey was just as tied into knots as Rosalie was?
A sudden realization hit her as she was brushing her teeth. She knew where Kinsey’s bedroom was. Oh god, she was just there. There was one way Rosalie could get all the answers she wanted. Oh shit, she was doing this wasn’t she? She was. She rinsed, spat and pulled on a robe - the short silky one, rather than the big cozy one - and after a careful tousle of her hair and a quick slick of lip gloss, just in case, she stepped out of her steamy bathroom and pulled open her bedroom door.
And there, right on the other side stood Kinsey.  
“Going somewhere?” she asked softly and Rosalie’s heart began to pound. Kinsey was in what must be her version of pajamas, a tight navy blue tank top and tiny matching shorts. Her long silky hair was loose and her eyes were both amused and smug, exactly how Rosalie remembered them.  
Rosalie stepped back into her bedroom in wordless invitation, and Kinsey almost waltzed in. 
“Were you going to knock?” Rosalie asked, as she closed the door and they faced each other. 
Kinsey shrugged one shoulder. “I knew you’d be out any second.”  
“You’re still so confident,” Rosalie said, wonderingly.
“And you’re so transparent,” Kinsey said, watching her closely. Rosalie felt herself flush.
“That night we met… I think maybe I made a mistake,” she said quietly.  Kinsey tilted her head, considering her.
“I think I did too.”
“You did?” Rosalie was thrown now.
“Yeah. Turns out I just want you, however I can have you.” Rosalie went slightly dizzy. Kinsey stepped closer to her. “Fuck the strings,” she said softly, her eyes dark. “I just want to see you come again.”  
Rosalie’s knees went weak.
“Yes please,” she whispered. Kinsey stepped closer again. Rosalie’s back hit the door, their bodies whisper-close.
“You’re cute,” Kinsey said warmly. “But it’s not going to be so easy as that. After what you did to me last time, you’re going to have to beg me for it.”
Despite the casual authority of Kinsey’s tone, Rosalie caught the way her dark eyes burned, unmistakable desire, and all for her.  Rosalie had all the answers she’d been seeking. 
Very slowly, she untied her robe and let it slip to the floor. Underneath she was wearing nothing but a tiny pair of lace panties. Kinsey’s eyes went wide, her lips parting. She let her gaze track hungrily down Rosalie’s bare body and a small ragged breath escaped her.  
“No, I’m not,” Rosalie said quietly, and Kinsey moaned. She slid all the way to her knees before her, pressing her face to Rosalie’s abdomen, already kissing along the waistband of her panties. 
“Fuck” Kinsey whispered, “I can’t not have you.” She sounded desperate.  “Are you wet for me already?” Her nose nudged against her panties and Rosalie could feel the heat of her breath through the lace, making her shiver.
“I’ve been wet for you all day,” she said softly.  Kinsey whimpered slightly and licked her through the lace making Rosalie’s breath catch, hard.  
“You need it so badly, don’t you, honey?” Kinsey let her tongue slip just inside the edge of her panties, barely grazing over sensitive skin and Rosalie began to shudder with want.
“I do,” she whispered. “Please, I can’t take it anymore.” 
“Oh you can’t take it anymore?” Kinsey pulled back and gazed up at her, her eyebrows raised. “You’re the one who stopped me from having this months ago.” She tongued her through her panties again and Rosalie moaned. Kinsey looked up at her, on her knees before her, her voice going plaintive. “Do you know how much you made me regret that I never got to eat your pussy?”
“Kinsey-” Rosalie squeaked out. “Enough talking.” 
Kinsey made a little hum of approval, her mouth quirking in amusement at Rosalie’s increasing desperation.   She took hold of Rosalie’s panties and tugged them down and all the way off, helping her step out of them. Then, faced with nothing but her bare body she pulled Rosalie’s left leg over her shoulder, and just before she leaned in, she looked up. 
“Take your time, honey, I want to see you get it all over my face.”  
Rosalie was moaning even before she felt the first luxurious pass of Kinsey’s warm tongue.
“Oh god, yes,” Kinsey moaned as she tasted her and then - finally - she stopped talking altogether. The wet heat of her mouth felt desperately wicked and Rosalie’s whole body caught fire. This was insane; she only had one of her legs to support her, the other practically wrapped around Kinsey as she began to expertly take her apart with her mouth. Thank god for all that yoga.  
Rosalie closed her eyes and let herself feel every swipe and swirl of that soft, confident tongue. Every part of her felt focussed and alive; Rosalie found herself paying attention to the way she was beginning to drown in pleasure like she needed to memorize every hazy second of it. It had been so long since desire had featured so heavily in her life; she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so desperately in her own body. Wait - yes she could - and, it was in this same woman’s presence.  
Rosalie moaned as the oft repeated memory hit her again, only this time Kinsey was right here with her, intent on making her lose her mind. She could already feel this was going to be a mind-blowing orgasm, tiny sparks ahead of the real thing beginning to tremble like a warning through her nervous system. Kinsey’s fingers began to drift, lightly tracing over her ass, softly teasing at the juncture of her thighs, her tongue both gentle and demanding, pulling pleasure out of her like Rosalie couldn’t resist it if she tried. She shuddered and Kinsey’s mouth moved, her lips slipping around her clit and beginning to gently suck. She didn’t stop.
Rosalie shattered.  
“Oh my god, Rosalie,” Kinsey panted, after Rosalie had come long and luxuriously hard against her talented mouth. She looked up, her eyes practically worshipful as Rosalie trembled against the door, then slowly kissed her way up her abdomen and over her breasts, to her throat and finally stood face to face with her, watching Rosalie struggle to regain her breath. “How are you still so worth the wait?” 
Kinsey leaned in and finally kissed her. Rosalie kissed her back, shocked with hunger.  
“I’m going to need you to come to bed with me,” she gasped, cupping Kinsey’s face, sliding her hand into her soft hair as they made out. 
“I thought you’d never ask,” Kinsey said, her dark eyes gleaming. “Like, literally.”
Rosalie took her hand and led her to her bed, pulling her straight down into another kiss. Kinsey pressed up against her in the sheets and Rosalie whimpered at good she felt.
“Take off all your clothes,” she whispered, already drowning in heat. Kinsey looked at her, hazily.
“You do it.”
Rosalie sat up and straddled her, watching Kinsey go slightly limp as she looked up at Rosalie naked above her. She grabbed the bottom of Kinsey’s tank top and pulled it up over her head. For a second she just stared, Kinsey staring back up at her.
“God, why do you have to be so perfect?” Rosalie murmured, her voice cracking, taking in her small high breasts, hard nipples, the tiny aroused goosebumps on her skin. Kinsey showed no hint of shyness, just pure desire as she gazed up at Rosalie, letting her take her time. Rosalie did. She nuzzled Kinsey’s warm throat, then kissed her way to her breasts. Perhaps because she was so well-endowed herself, Rosalie loved small breasts. Kinsey’s were everything she fantasized about, just a perfect handful, and when she slipped a small firm nipple into her mouth Kinsey began to slowly lose it, writhing her hips hungrily up against her in a way that showed just how incredibly sensitive she was.
She pulled back and tugged Kinsey’s indecently small shorts off. She was so wet, Rosalie could see it on her thighs and Rosalie had never been so desperate to touch someone. She looked down at Kinsey.
“Come here,” she said. Kinsey bit her lip and sat up. “On your knees,” she murmured, and with her eyes focussed and heated Kinsey moved up onto her knees. Rosalie did the same and kissed her, their faces equal for just a moment, then she pushed her to sit back on her heels. Rosalie climbed into her lap and straddled her. Kinsey’s eyes went wide.
“Oh fuck yes,” she whispered, her face full of Rosalie’s breasts. Rosalie reached down between both their split thighs and stroked her fingers against unbelievable silky wet heat. Kinsey cried out, spreading her legs wider beneath her as Rosalie touched her for the first time. Rosalie began to gently writhe in her lap, slipping her fingers in a swirl of heat and letting Kinsey watch as she arched her back for her. 
“Oh god,” Kinsey moaned. Her hands gripped tight to Rosalie’s hips to balance them both, so Kinsey could only watch, pressing hungry kisses to Rosalie’s breasts as she moved against her.
Rosalie was beyond turned on as she watched Kinsey - always so bold and confident - start to lose control. Her mouth against Rosalie’s breasts lacked any finesse for once, as she began to pant with need, but the sensation was almost sexier for it, haphazard licks and sucks as she moaned and rolled her hips against Rosalie’s fingers. Kinsey’s cheeks were flushed and her eyes glazed with pleasure; her moans turned to gasps and she began to tremble for several long intense seconds before she threw back her head and cried out, pushing herself against Rosalie’s hand, her hips bucking. Rosalie soaked up every second of it. Kinsey was so fucking sexy it felt indecent. Then she collapsed back boneless on the bed and lay gasping, her arm flung over her face.
Rosalie stayed sitting astride her hips and watched her, both aroused and somewhat smug.  
“You look good this way,” Rosalie said, a gentle throwback to their first time together. Kinsey started to laugh, but it took another minute before she removed the arm from her face and gazed up at Rosalie. Her expression was soft and slightly goofy with pleasure.
“God,” she said. “I was not wrong when I figured you’d be hot in bed.”  
Rosalie bit her lip and looked down at her. Kinsey, lazing back naked against the pillow, was giving her that look again, like she was literally the sexiest sight she’d ever seen.
“And when did you decide that about me exactly?” Rosalie wanted to know.
“Approximately two minutes after we first met,” Kinsey said. “There’s just something about you…” she trailed off. “I think it’s your eyes.”
“My eyes?” That was not what she’d been expecting.  
“You have the most incredible fuck me eyes I’ve ever seen,” Kinsey said.  “And,” she considered, “the most incredible I want to fuck you eyes too.”
“You’re just saying I’m obvious,” Rosalie said, still somehow unwilling to get off her perch, straddling Kinsey’s naked waist. “No poker face.”
“No,” Kinsey said, “that’s not it.”
She reached up and pulled Rosalie down on top of her and kissed her mouth. Bare skin on bare skin, both bodies flushed and heated with desire. Rosalie was barely keeping it together. They rolled so they were face to face, pressed together from ankles to hips. Kinsey pulled back just enough to look at her. “It’s definitely your eyes. Though, if we’re talking transparent,” she gave a small smile, “you’re also sexy as hell when you blush for me.”
“That,” Rosalie’s eyes narrowed, “is a definite lie.  It’s the curse of a redhead; I look like a tomato.”
“Mm-mm,” Kinsey murmured, her head shaking slightly. She reached out and gently traced her fingers over Rosalie’s cheek, her throat, her collarbone.  “Your skin is gorgeous. All creamy and delicate and then, all of a sudden it’s like I can see your blood. You’re hot blooded, Rosalie, and it makes me desperate to fuck you.”
Rosalie made a small, inarticulate noise at that and Kinsey kissed her, heatedly.  
“Well,” she continued. “Thank you for being sexy as fuck.” 
She dropped a kiss on Rosalie’s shoulder and extricated herself, slipping to the edge of the bed and pulling her tank top and boy shorts back on. Rosalie went still. Kinsey, fully dressed again, did some kind of ridiculously sexy crawl back over the rumpled sheets toward her and kissed her mouth, thoroughly. 
“Goodnight, Rosalie.” She pulled back and got up. She was at the door before she paused, just briefly. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”  
Rosalie just nodded, dumbly, from where she lay in the sheets, nowhere near fully sated and just like that, Kinsey was gone.  



Before
The Summer of Rosalie’s senior year felt like the best and worst time of her life. Rachel didn’t show up and she didn’t send word. Rosalie missed her like a limb. But all of a sudden, she had Savannah back. The two of them spent long lazy days together, whenever Savannah wasn’t at work. They prowled through the streets, exploring parts of Nashville she’d never known, watching the buskers and sneaking into movie theaters. They hung out at Coral’s parents’ diner, Rosalie reading a book in a booth seat during the quiet stretch of the afternoon, getting hooked on thick black coffee and watching Savannah flirt with the customers. Savannah made a small fortune in tips with her pretty hair swooshing and her thousand watt smile. They spent hours at Savannah and Coral’s apartment, lying on the floor, listening to CDs and avoiding Rosalie’s house for at least eight reasons. It felt great to have a space without parents and Rosalie was jealous, desperate for her own freedom.
Sometimes being around Coral made Rosalie want to cry, so she fought to keep her at arm’s length. Coral was one of the lucky ones, a trans girl with parents who saw her, loved her and supported her the way parents should. It made her heart ache every time she saw Coral with her mom and dad at the diner. She was two years older than Rosalie and intimidatingly glamorous. She and Savannah were thick as thieves and sometimes the vibe between them reminded her of the way Savannah had been with Rachel too, all inside jokes and shared friends that Rosalie didn’t know. It made her jealous, but eventually she realized Coral felt the same way about her, the tightness between her and Savannah entirely impenetrable to others.
Savannah saved every single cent she could and one day she and Coral bought a beat up old Chevy together. Coral had gotten her license back in high school and she taught Savannah to drive, Rosalie in the back seat dying of both laughter and terror as the wheels spun in an abandoned parking lot on the outskirts of town.  
It took a while, but Savannah eventually got her license. It had been the paperwork that took the longest, she and Rosalie eventually figuring out how to order a copy of her own birth certificate, having otherwise no documentation to prove who she was. Savannah stared at it, when it arrived. It stated her mother’s name, Bethany Grace, while the space next to where her father’s name should be was blank.  
“She always said he didn’t stick around,” she said frowning, “but it’s another whole thing to see it written down.”
It was worth it though, Savannah arriving at her house after work, beeping the horn and Rosalie running out to jump into the front seat. The two of them drove around Nashville for hours, blasting their favorite music and talking about the whole damn world. One night, as they drove through the suburbs, lit up only by passing streetlights, Dixie Chicks playing loud on the radio, Rosalie frowned and turned the sound right down.
“Keep singing,” she ordered Savannah, who had ignored her anyway and kept belting out the song, flicking her indicator on as they paused at the red light. “Holy shit,” Rosalie told her, her eyes wide. “You can really sing. Did you know that?”
“My mom and I sang all the time,” Savannah said, with a shrug, “until she married Randy. She’s got a great voice.”
“No,” Rosalie said. “You have a great voice.”
She turned the radio right off and started using Savannah like a jukebox, her eyes getting wider and wider as she listened. Her chest started to ache the way it still did around her sometimes, staring at Savannah’s lovely profile, her golden voice filling up the whole world.  
Savannah had told her a few days ago, that she’d made out with a girl called Hannah and that they maybe liked each other. Rosalie was trying to be cool with it. She would be cool with it. If the two of them were going to stay friends then maybe Savannah making out with other people would stop that occasional look she got in her eyes that made Rosalie’s breath catch in the middle of a sentence.
The next day she marched over to Travis’s house and banged on the door until his mom sent him out.
“Oh,” he said when he saw her, “hey.” He scratched his head awkwardly and without even having to discuss it, they sat down next to each other on his front porch, the way they had their whole lives.
“Listen,” she said. “I get it now.”
“Yeah?” his soft brown eyes met hers.
“Yeah. I’m sorry I was mad. When you’re ready, I still want to be friends with you though, okay?”
“Okay,” he said. His shoulders dropped and his head fell back with relief. “I thought you fucking hated me.”
“I did, a little,” she admitted. 
“What changed?”
She focused on his ratty old sneakers, thinking of the kid who’d stuck by her when she’d puked on herself at recess when they were eight years old.
“I fell for someone too,” she said softly. “And I can’t have them.”
Travis nodded. His throat worked hard as he swallowed, taking that in.  
“Well,” he said at last, “poetic justice, I guess.” She glared at him and he grinned his familiar grin. Then he stopped, his voice getting deeper. “If he won’t be with you he’s fucking stupid.”
“No,” she said, quietly, “she’s not.”
His eyes widened.  
“Fuck!” he said, “I knew it! It’s Caitlin right?”
“Um, what?” Rosalie wondered if he’d lost his mind.
“I mean, she told me like a year ago that she had a huge crush on you, when we were drunk at Gina’s party after the Super Bowl.”  
“Caitlin is like the straightest girl ever,” she said, confused. “She’s with Jake now.”
“Um, she’s definitely not straight,” Travis said. “Not from what she told me. But if not Caitlin then, who?” 
Rosalie told him the whole story. When she finished he put his arm around her shoulders.  
“Shit,” he said. “I’m so fucking sorry about Rachel. I didn’t know. Like, my mom didn’t… no one told me about any of it. If I’d known I would have been there, I swear it. You must be going out of your mind.”
“She’s fine,” she said instantly. “She’s just run off somewhere to live a better life, you know?”
Travis nodded slowly.
“Yeah, I’m sure she has.” They sat for a while as the sun started to fade. 
“So this Savannah chick sounds hot,” he said. “Ugh, I can’t believe you got to have sex with a girl before I did.”
She laughed and he let her hug him.
A week later, Rosalie returned home from an evening hanging out with Savannah. Savannah had brought up Hannah’s name at least three times in the conversation. Hannah had seen Le Tigre live twice. Hannah was studying art history. Hannah had her tongue pierced.  
“Hannah sounds obnoxious,” Rosalie snapped eventually and Savannah’s head shot up, opening her mouth to snap back. Then all of a sudden, she smirked instead and chucked Rosalie under her chin like she was a cat.
“I will literally always love you more,” she said, her eyes both steady and amused. Rosalie huffed. But it was hard to be mad at her after that.  
Now though, in her room late at night, it was equally hard not to feel just a little bit forlorn as she thought of Savannah off on her date right now. Then she heard a sound. Someone was chucking pebbles at her window. 
“Rach?” The name slipped out her mouth in an instant.
Her heart racing, she threw the window open. There, in the darkness, kicking her heels slightly in the grass, stood Caitlin.
“Hey,” Caitlin said, tucking back a strand of her long dark hair, her big brown eyes nervous in the moonlight. “I was just… wondering what you were up to?”
Within half an hour they were making out.

Jake was history.  
Caitlin made soft sounds when Rosalie kissed her that made her knees go weak. She tasted like strawberry lip gloss and while she wasn’t ready to go all the way, there was definite under the bra action and Rosalie quickly realized it wasn’t just one girl who could make her stomach clench with her smile.
They wore out their phones texting each other and talking for hours late at night when Caitlin couldn’t sneak out to make out with her all over Nashville. On lazy afternoons when her mom was at work, they fooled around in Caitlin’s bed exploring all the ways to make each other gasp. Savannah met her and while Caitlin was in the bathroom she looked at Rosalie and rolled her eyes.
“She’s cute or whatever,” she sighed, “but I don’t know that I trust her.”
“Don’t worry,” Rosalie told her with a huge grin, “I’ll always love you more.” Savannah shot her a fond exasperated look and Rosalie quickly added in an urgent whisper, “Oh my god but don’t ever tell her that!”
Savannah was right though, and three months later when Caitlin cheated on her with a boy from school and Rosalie showed up crying, Savannah kicked her girlfriend out so she could stay. A fortnight later when Hannah dumped her, partly because she said Savannah always picked her best friend over her, Rosalie was furious.  
“Whatever,” Rosalie grumbled. “You couldn’t have kept dating her - Savannah and Hannah sounds ridiculous. You only liked her because she was a redhead anyway.” Savannah laughed through her snot and tears and Rosalie held her hand. 
“You were right,” Rosalie said, after a while.  “We would have fucked it up too if we’d tried it.”  
“Told you,” said Savannah, sadly. They curled up on either end of the couch and watched movies until they both passed out.  

Their first big fight was nine months later when Rosalie came over one day after school to tell Savannah she was going to Cal State to study social work in the Fall. 
Her senior year of high school had blitzed by, in a haze of trauma that had engulfed them both. When she made the decision she had to leave Tennessee for good, it was with deep sorrow and relief.
“You’re leaving,” Savannah had said flatly. She looked small, hugging her knees, still in her waitressing uniform after work. “After everything.”
Rosalie frowned. “I kind of thought you’d be happy for me considering.”
“Happy for you?” Savannah said incredulously. “Sure. I’m really happy for you. You can just leave, and forget us all, and forget any of this happened and go and live in fucking California.”
“Isn’t that understandable?” she cried. “Why wouldn’t I want to forget?”
Savannah had gone white and then red.
“Glad to know I meant so much to you after all,” she said stiffly as she got to her feet. Rosalie jumped up too.
“I didn’t mean you! Of course I don’t mean you.”
“Why not?” Savannah hissed. “You’re off to college where you’re going to end up becoming some kind of horrible, snobby, know-it-all intellectual; why not forget your old friend, the dumb hick waitress back home?”  
Her bedroom door slammed in Rosalie’s face making her literally scream with frustration.  
She left. She was fucking furious. For Savannah not to get it was beyond awful, and then to make it all about her and her feelings… It was selfish and shitty and Rosalie was done with it all. Even Savannah.
Rosalie was back an hour later. She didn’t even knock, just slipped straight into the bedroom where Savannah was still sitting on the floor, her eyes red with crying. Rosalie pulled her into her arms and held her, her own tears falling.  
“I’m sorry,” she said. “You should be going to college too. We both know you’re smarter than me.”  
Savannah turned her head away.
“It’s not just that,” her voice was small. “I said it in a shitty way, but it’s still true. You’re going to get an actual education, then a real professional job. You’ll have money and a career, and I’ll still be waiting tables. Let’s not kid each other, okay? It was one thing when we were just kids but our lives are just going to get more and more different until that’s how we lose each other.”
“Listen,” Rosalie said fiercely. “You are not going to lose me. I don’t care if you’re broke or a millionaire, you’re my best friend and I’m going to love you just the same. Okay?” She felt Savannah nod against her shoulder. She pulled back. “Besides, we both know I’m the boring one and you’re the one who’s truly interesting. I can’t wait to see what you do with your life. I’m pretty sure it’s going to blow stupid sororities and beer pong parties out of the water.”
That summer felt bruising. The losses just kept piling up. On the one hand, Rosalie couldn’t wait to leave. The city felt cloying, like a trap, like her old life she was dying to shed like a skin. On the other hand, knowing she was finally leaving made everything more fragile, precious and glowing. There was a tension and an ache every time she hung out with Savannah. No matter what she’d promised, it was still the end of something and they both knew it.
The night before she was due to leave, they drove out to the old grain tower in a paddock on the outskirts of town. They climbed the metal ladder up to the platform and watched as the sun sank down and the lights of the Nashville skyline appeared. They talked a little: Rosalie’s plan to drive herself cross-country to California, the band Coral had started, Savannah’s idea to find a second job almost as something just to do, and as always, Rachel.  
They fell silent as the night stretched on. Rosalie let her head rest on Savannah’s shoulder and they listened to the crickets and looked at the city that now belonged to just one of them.
When they got back to Savannah’s, Rosalie produced the present she’d hidden in the back of her car. It was a second-hand but fancy acoustic guitar she’d saved up for with her own part-time job at the mall.
“You live in Nashville,” she told her friend, “and you can really sing. Maybe, if you want, you should learn to play guitar as well and who knows where you’ll end up?”
Savannah looked down and scuffed her feet. She held the guitar tentatively by its neck, then wrapped one arm around Rosalie, whispering her thanks.
“I didn’t get you a present,” she said. “But maybe I’ll write you a song instead.”
Rosalie didn’t know how to say goodbye and it seemed like Savannah didn’t either. They’d hugged again and pulled back, and for a tiny second it almost seemed like they were going to kiss. Looking back she could never tell who pulled back first, but in the end, neither of them said goodbye. She just got into her car and drove away.



Chapter Fifteen
Kinsey yawned and stretched in the early morning light. Her limbs felt deliciously heavy but there was a lightness in her chest. The night before came flooding back to her. Rosalie letting go of that robe, the unbelievable way she’d ridden herself to orgasm on Kinsey’s mouth like some kind of flexible goddess, the desperate sexiness of the way she’d made Kinsey come, completely overwhelming her with heat.
And the way they’d both been left wanting more. She’d wanted nothing more than to spend the night, comprehensively taking Rosalie apart, but since she’d wanted to see her again she’d absolutely known better. She couldn’t help her satisfied smirk now as she remembered the expression on Rosalie’s face, beyond shocked that Kinsey wasn’t going to stay for pillow talk and more sex. She’d left her hanging and she knew it.  
That seemed to be the key to Rosalie though. Come on too strong and she’d run. Kinsey had no intention of letting her run, not this time. There was another week and half of them in this house and she wanted to stretch it out as much as possible, Rosalie spread out like whipped cream, the cherry on top of her days. Besides, watching her hunger after Kinsey was both deeply sexy and extraordinarily satisfying after the way she’d been pushed away the last time.  
When Kinsey made it downstairs everyone was sitting around the dining room table for breakfast. Emmeline squawked as Savannah spoonfed her mashed bananas, Tucker babbled with his mouth full of cereal as Brynn tried to keep him contained and Cassidy and Lane leaned on each other, sleepy-eyed and adorable. And then there was Rosalie.  
Goddamnit, she wasn’t doing anything particularly sexy, just holding a cup of coffee in her lovely hands. She wasn’t wearing anything that should be sexy, just a soft loose sweater. Still, Kinsey wanted to storm across the room, grab her by the arm and drag her back to bed immediately.
Their eyes met. Rosalie didn’t blush or do anything that could tip off the whole table that they’d had sex the night before. It was only Kinsey who saw the change in Rosalie’s eyes as she walked in, the slight flicker down her body, the perfectly clear I want to fuck you again that she flashed. Kinsey immediately walked into a chair, wincing as the hard wood collided with her shin.
“Oh! Watch out for those.” Savannah looked up at the clatter. “I keep meaning to get them replaced. They’re a real killer if you’re not paying attention.”
Rosalie hid her mouth behind her coffee cup and Kinsey sat down quickly before she could do anything else to show how extremely cool and smooth she was about this whole thing.
That morning in the band room, Kinsey was distracted as hell. After a while, Cassidy wound up more or less ignoring her, picking something out on her guitar from what Kinsey still insisted on calling the Sex Couch. Kinsey paced, her notebook flung on the floor, her own guitar abandoned. She sat at the piano and tinkered a while. Then she sat over at one of the two drum kits in the room, the electronic one, putting the headphones on so she didn’t disturb Cassidy. She smashed it out for a couple of minutes, but her brain could think of nothing but Rosalie, absolutely bare naked above her.
“Oh my god!” Cassidy finally cracked it. “You’re making me crazy. What’s wrong?”
Kinsey pulled off the headphones.
“Shit,” she said. “Sorry. My mind just isn’t in it this morning.”
“You seem four thousand miles away!”
“Yeah,” Kinsey said apologetically. It wasn’t four thousand miles, it was more like two hundred feet, or whatever it was to Rosalie’s bedroom right now.  
“Are you okay?” Cassidy asked, managing to moderate her irritation. Lane had always talked about Cassidy’s famous fiery streak but this was almost disappointingly tame. Still, she didn’t like annoying her bandmate.
“Ugh,” Kinsey said, getting up and rubbing her face. “Sorry,” she apologized again. This was not what they came all the way to Vermont for. Cassidy kept looking steadily at her and Kinsey considered. She was dying to talk to someone, but she could only imagine how dimly Rosalie would view her telling her best friend’s little sister about what they’d been doing. “Ugh,” she said again and Cassidy raised her eyebrows.
“If you don’t talk to me about what’s going on right now I swear to god I will make you take that economy flight home.”
“No!” Kinsey gasped. “Don’t take my private jet from me!”
Cassidy scoffed. “Don’t you trust me?” she asked, employing her extraordinarily effective doe eyes. 
“Yes,” Kinsey sighed. “It’s nothing. It’s just…” she paused, “a girl thing.”
“A girl thing?”
“Yeah. I mean, you know, a woman,” she said more accurately. “I met someone I like and she likes me back, but I know that if I push for what I actually want she’s going to make it way more complicated than it actually is and freak out.”
“Oh.” Cassidy watched Kinsey with a tiny frown, furrowing her brows. “I didn’t know you were seeing someone.”
“I don’t know if I’d call it that,” Kinsey admitted.  
“But you’re into her,” Cassidy looked… something. Annoyed? “Obviously.  Since you’re off in dreamland and practically broke that poor drum kit over there.”  
“Argh!” Kinsey flopped down on the couch beside her. “I’m trying to be cool about it, but she’s sexy as fuck. And it’s making my brain hurt.”
“Poor Kinsey,” Cassidy said, a small tease in her voice. Her face though, didn’t quite match her light tone.  
“Are you okay?” Kinsey asked. 
Cassidy sighed “It’s just… things are weird with Lane and you’ve got hearts in your eyes about someone and I just really wanted to lose myself in the music today, you know?”   
“Weird with Lane?” Kinsey gave her her full attention, but Cassidy just shook her head.
“It’s fine. Just the same stuff. I don’t want to talk about it. Shall we take a break? Try again this afternoon?”
“Okay. I’m sorry,” she said again.  
Cassidy stood up and fixed her with a look.  
“Kinsey. Whoever she is? She’d be an idiot not to get her shit together and make out with your stupid face forever. Okay?”
“Uh, thanks,” Kinsey said. “I think.”

In the end Kinsey went out for a walk. The day was all moody gray skies and a light gentle snow crunching under her boots. She wandered around and found a path that meandered around the lake and walked for almost an hour, not seeing another soul. She wondered what it was like here when the lake froze.  Could you ice skate here? What a ridiculously beautiful place.
Out here in the cold, with no one to annoy, she let her mind drift where it wanted. Where it wanted, of course, was Rosalie. Kinsey knew she shouldn’t be indulging in any daydreams about her, not while knowing she was so gun shy. She knew any second Rosalie might call time again, so really all she should do was shut her brain up and enjoy it if and when it happened. But her brain was also flying high on the hormones of really good sex, so it was going to go where it wanted. She had to keep her wits about her though. Best case scenario, this was going to be a winter vacation fling, even though she definitely didn’t want to think about the ending.
She turned back and was just over halfway home, warm inside her winter jacket, when she rounded a bend in the track. Less than fifty feet away, two figures walked the path in her direction, one blonde head and one red. Savannah and Rosalie looked up as they neared her and Kinsey realized there was a third head covered by a tiny woolen beanie, baby Emmeline nestled in asleep against Savannah’s chest in a soft carrier under her coat.  
Kinsey couldn’t help her smile as they got close. They were both such beautiful women and it spoke to the depth of her desire that despite the presence of her literal celebrity crush, there was really only one woman she had eyes for. 
“Hey,” Kinsey said.
“Hey!” Savannah greeted her brightly, while Rosalie just smiled at her, with those eyes again. They were both in warm winter coats, Savannah in soft expensive wool and Rosalie somehow looking both adorable and attractive in a down jacket, probably something to do with her beautiful skin, glowing with a hint of pink in the cold. “Are you enjoying the walks around here?”
“It’s so beautiful and peaceful,” Kinsey said, looking around. “I can only imagine how pretty it is in the fall.”  
“It’s stunning then too,” Savannah said, then cocked her head. “Care to join us?”
“Oh,” said Kinsey, her eyes flicking up to Rosalie’s briefly. She couldn’t quite read her expression, but she wasn’t sure it was encouraging.“I won’t gatecrash your walk together.”   
“Honey,” Savannah looked at her, her expression almost fond, “Rosalie and I have been friends for three hundred years. If I wasn’t standing right here she would literally beg you to join us just so she can hear a new story she hasn’t heard at least eight times already.”  
“I-”
“Come on.” With her bright smile and lovely eyes, Savannah - just like her younger sister - could be very hard to say no to. With a sideways glance at Rosalie, Kinsey turned back and walked on with them.  
The path was wide enough for the three of them and so they walked side by side, Rosalie to the right of Savannah and Kinsey to the left. The dull day seemed strangely brighter with this level of company on her walk.   
“I’m glad we bumped into you.” Savannah flashed her that smile again, the one that made you feel like you, personally, were actually incredibly important in the scheme of the world. “I’ve been hoping to get to know you better. Cassidy tells me you’re one hell of a songwriter. How did you get started?”
“You’re literally the most nerve-wracking person in the entire world to talk about songwriting with, you get that right?” 
Savannah laughed, then quickly looked down to check she hadn’t woken the baby.  
“You’re sweet,” she said, dropping her voice a little. “And direct. No wonder Cassie likes you so much.”  
“I’m very likable.”  
“I’m sure.” Savannah’s smile went up a notch. “So where’d you get your start?”
They talked about Kinsey’s time at Juilliard and - to her deep embarrassment - her lifelong attempts at songwriting, and her mom and dad’s encouragement of their creative daughter.  
“Are you close with your family?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah.” Kinsey smiled. “My parents are still in Chicago and so’s my younger brother. I fly back for Christmas every year.”
“You’re the oldest?”
“Mmhmm. Luckily. Someone’s gotta keep that kid in line.”
“He’s a troublemaker?”
“Wildly. He’s a twenty-three year old accountant, who’s already married his high school sweetheart and bought their first house together.” She grinned fondly. “Honestly I think my parents are relieved that one of their children ran off to Nashville to chase their dreams, otherwise they’d wonder where they went wrong.”
She heard Rosalie breathe out a small laugh and wondered if she planned to join in on what was starting to feel a little like a thoroughly charming interrogation. It didn’t seem like her style. They’d talked only briefly the night they’d met, before everything got so hot and hazy that talking seemed superfluous. She wondered if Rosalie would rather know less about her than more. Suddenly she felt grateful to Savannah for her very direct interest in making Kinsey explain herself.  
They talked about her time in Nashville, the band and her dreams for it. She thanked Savannah profusely for the studio time and they swapped stories about Greta. It felt surreal, casually chatting to Savannah Grace about their shared producer. Kinsey wanted to pinch herself.
“I’m going to make Cassie let us come to another show soon,” Savannah said. “She gets weird about having me there, but I’m dying to hear you guys do a real set.”
“She’s amazing,” Kinsey said. “She’s just getting better and better every time we perform. When we eventually blow up, it’ll be because of her.”
Savannah nodded. “She’s a firecracker., but don’t sell yourself short. She says the same thing about you.”
“We’re a good team. And we’re great live. You absolutely should come and see us.” She deliberately included both of them with her smile. Rosalie had made the occasional polite hm in response to their conversation but she seemed otherwise content to listen and gaze off into the distance. 
“Oh we will!” Savannah promised. “I’ve been hearing great things. You have a lot of fans already.”
“It’s surreal. We’re so excited to be playing for real audiences now.”
“You must be getting a hell of a lot of attention from women.” Savannah gave her a sly smirk.“Being so gorgeous and in a great band.”
Kinsey glanced at her. Savannah’s smile was teasing and her eyes guileless but Kinsey’s danger signals sparked. Savannah was Rosalie’s best friend? Oh she knew. She definitely knew at least something about her and Rosalie. She was one hundred percent being sussed out right now under a smokescreen of Southern charm and big sister energy. This wasn’t a casual walk they were on, this was a minefield.  
Kinsey’s spine straightened.  
“I do alright,” she said simply. “Of course, Cassidy is the main drawcard. I just hang by and help Lane beat everyone off with sticks.”
“Oh, I think you’re being modest,” Savannah pressed, her eyes sparkling. “There’s no way you don’t have a small legion of groupies already.”  
“That,” Kinsey said easily, “is not my style.”
“Oh? What is your style?”
Kinsey knew a trap when she saw one.
“I prefer something with a little more substance,” she said. “How do you manage all your groupies?”
Savannah laughed and she heard Rosalie snort too.
“The orgies backstage have slowed down a little now I have a wife and kids,” she said drily and Kinsey grinned.  
“And Brynn’s groupies?”
“I have them murdered,” she said lightly. “It’s very effective.”
“Oh shit, I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, raising her eyebrows and Savannah - thank god - laughed.
“You’re a good deflector,” Savannah observed, neatly bringing them back and Kinsey realized she absolutely wasn’t getting off this hook. “So no girlfriend, then?”
“No.”
“You’re not into relationships?”
“Oh, no, I am,” she said. “But I’d rather be alone than be in one just for the sake of it.”
“You’re waiting for The One?” 
“I don’t think I believe in The One,” Kinsey said honestly. “That’s just not how life works. But I’m looking for someone I can really connect with. That doesn’t happen very often.”
Savannah let that hang in the air for a while.  
“Of course you’ll be touring sooner or later,” she said eventually. “That brings its own challenges when it comes to dating.”
“Yeah. That’s why my last relationship ended,” Kinsey revealed. Savannah Grace was not the only one who could be casually calculated in a friendly conversation.  
“She couldn’t take it?”
“It was too much for her. Me being away a lot.”
“Some people just really need someone to be there for them all the time,” Savannah said and Kinsey had a crystal clear realization she was being worked with, not against.  
“That’s true,” she said. “For me though, I liked the space. For it to be all on when we saw each other,” she bit her lip, “and then the rest of the time, you know, because I also like monogamy, I think it’s kind of nice to have the room to miss someone. You get to crave them when they’re not around and then, when you’re actually together you get to really appreciate it. It suits me more than when you have to be all up in each other’s faces all the time.”
“Sounds like you should be dating someone who’s also busy and super independent,” mused Savannah thoughtfully and Kinsey bit back her smile.
“We should head back,” Rosalie finally interjected, her eyes fixed on the path ahead, clearly about to die from all the subtext. “Didn’t you say we were doing lunch at one, so Brynn could make her conference call right after?”
“You’re right,” Savannah said. “I do need to head back. You guys could go on without me though?” she suggested.
“Lunch sounds good,” Kinsey jumped in before Rosalie had to. “I’ve already walked for a couple of hours.”
“Well,” Savannah looked at her, her eyes extremely innocent, “I know you’re young and full of endless stamina but I suppose we should still feed you anyway, just in case.”
Kinsey didn’t dare meet anyone’s eye after that but Rosalie breathed out in a way that suggested that Emmeline’s presence was the only reason she hadn’t pushed Savannah into the lake.    



Chapter Sixteen
That night, right after they’d all finished dinner, Rosalie excused herself for the evening, claiming excessive tiredness after a day outdoors. Kinsey watched her go, trying to hold in her smile. Happily, everyone else seemed keen to head into their own private spaces too, so Kinsey didn’t have to try to think up an excuse for why she also, urgently, had to go upstairs.
She passed Rosalie’s closed door on her way to her room and for a split second she wavered, thinking of the pleasure that was so close she could almost taste it. Instead, she went to her own room and got ready for bed, showering and putting on a pair of simple panties and a t-shirt and laying back on top of the covers with a book. She read the same damn sentence over and over, but it was less than half an hour until there was a tap at her door. She bit back her smirk.
“Come in?” she said politely, putting her book down open on her stomach.
The door cracked open, and there she was. Oh fuck, she wore that little silky robe again. Kinsey’s stomach clenched as she glimpsed her pale thighs. Rosalie looked at Kinsey with a small crease between her eyebrows as she took in the scene.
“Oh,” she said. “Am I disturbing you?”
Kinsey smiled.
“Yeah,” she said. “Please let me go back to my book.” 
Kisney slipped her fingers between the pages. Rosalie’s mouth quirked softly. It was so clear she liked the pushback, Kinsey was giving her. God she was so easy.  
Rosalie took a step closer to the bed, and then another, her eyes on Kinsey.  
“The book’s that good, is it?”  
“Mmhm,” Kinsey hummed, watching her.
“What’s it about?” She tucked a lock of pretty hair back, her beautiful eyes already doing things to Kinsey.
“Um,” she managed as Rosalie got closer. “What was the question?”
Rosalie smiled. She sat on the edge of the bed, leaning on one hand just enough that the gown gaped a little, giving Kinsey a direct view of some kind of indecent lace situation.  
“Well,” Rosalie said. “I guess I’ll leave you to it. Since you’re already occupied.”
Kinsey couldn’t take her eyes off Rosalie’s body to save her life.
“I guess I could make a little time,” she said.  
“Oh?” Rosalie reached over her and slowly pulled at the hem of her t-shirt, just enough to trail her fingers over Kinsey’s bare abdomen, her little finger grazing along her panties. She picked up the book and handed it to Kinsey. “You could keep reading,” she suggested, her fingers lightly teasing down over Kinsey’s panties making her breath catch. “Don’t mind me,” she said, softly stroking her fingers up and down, watching Kinsey’s mouth fall open. “I can keep myself entertained.”  
Kinsey tossed the book onto the floor with a crash and pulled her down into a hungry kiss, feeling Rosalie’s smile against her lips. She pulled open the damned robe to find a sight that would forever haunt her hottest dreams: Rosalie deliberately poured into the kind of lingerie that was never meant for under clothes, the kind that was only meant to torture the person who saw her for the rest of their natural days.  
“Fuck me,” Kinsey whispered. “Are you trying to kill me?”  
Rosalie smiled, pure sex in her eyes. Kinsey thought of her as she’d first seen her, in her conservative office attire and her how dare you flirt with me expression. She’d still known, clear as daylight, that this Rosalie was in there.
“You know you’re allowed to touch me right?” Rosalie said with a hint of amusement. Kinsey had frozen still, unsure what she wanted to do more: stare at her, touch her, or kiss her. It seemed like an unbelievable bounty of options and she wanted all of them at once.  
Kinsey came back to life and pulled Rosalie’s robe all the way off, then pushed her back onto the pillows to stare at her some more. Rosalie looked back, both willing to be admired and clearly impatient. Kinsey pulled her own t-shirt off over her head and leaned over her, watching those green eyes go dark with want. 
Kinsey bit her lip. “I want to tie you up,” she said, as she realized exactly what it was she was hungry for. 
Rosalie’s eyes went wide and her lips parted. Seconds ticked by. 
“Okay.”
“Okay like you’ll let me, or okay like you want me to?” Kinsey clarified and Rosalie wet her lips with her tongue.
“I want you to,” she said, pushing her shoulders back just enough that Kinsey had to momentarily squeeze her eyes closed she was so aroused.  
She reached over and pulled the silky tie loose from the discarded robe and straddled Rosalie, gently picking up one wrist and carefully wrapping it in the silk. The tie was perfect; wide enough and soft as she knotted it. She looked at the headboard, which was both luxurious and unhelpfully minimalist, but Kinsey was nothing if not ingenious when required. She reached down until found what she was looking for - the top slat under the mattress - and dipped the end of the tie under and around, pulling it back through. When she sat back she had just enough left to bind Rosalie’s other wrist. Rosalie let her, her face a mixture of want and trust and need. As Kinsey tied the last knot she leaned in and kissed her.    
When she pulled back, she felt her body clench low and tight. Before her was a sight that made her wonder if she might be able to come without a single touch at all. Rosalie was neatly held tight, with her wrists above her head on the pillow, all but helpless in her barely-there bra and panties, her eyes hungry.
“If you could see yourself right now,” Kinsey whispered in awe. “You’re so sexy.”  
Rosalie tried to pull her hands down, testing the strength of the binding and moaned when she found herself caught, her back arching off the bed.
“Don’t play with me for too long,” she gasped. “I don’t think I could stand it.”
“Mm.” Kinsey couldn’t help her smile from where she sat, straddling her hips. “You probably should have thought of that before you let me do this to you.”
She felt Rosalie roll her hips beneath her, hungry for friction. Kinsey sat up slightly, not letting her find it and Rosalie made a small sound of frustration.  
“Please,” she said softly. 
Kinsey bit down on her own lip, hard, trying not to give away how wrecked she was by the pleading tone in Rosalie’s voice. She kept watching her.
“What if,” she said, meeting Rosalie’s desperate eyes, “all I want to do is look at you?” 
Rosalie whimpered a weak protest. Kinsey reached down and traced a finger over each breast, then leaned in and sucked each nipple through the lace until they were hard. Rosalie gasped with pleasure. She tugged the bra down just enough that her nipples were bared. They were perfectly pink and fiercely erect against her creamy breasts. Kinsey couldn’t get enough. 
“Yeah,” she said, her voice getting tight, “I could look at you for hours like this.”
She pulled away and got all the way off the bed, watching Rosalie’s eyes go wide. She didn’t drop her gaze as she slipped off her panties and Rosalie broke first, her eyes tracking hungrily down her naked body. Slowly she came back to the bed and straddled her again.
“Kinsey.” Rosalie’s voice sounded shaky. “Come here and sit on my face.”
Kinsey moaned. That sounded tempting as hell. Rosalie was trying to beat her at her own game though and there was no way she would let her.  
“Uh uh.” Kinsey waved her finger at her. “You’re not going to get to control this, but it’s cute that you want to try.” Kinsey’s fingers stroked teasingly along Rosalie lower abdomen, inches from where she needed her. Rosalie bit her lip, writhing beneath her. Kinsey smirked. “Beg for me.”
“Please,” Rosalie murmured, “let me lick you.”
Kinsey heard herself whimper.  
“I… oh my god… you know that’s not what I meant,” Kinsey admonished her. She reached down and lightly ran her fingers teasingly over Rosalie’s panties, watching her eyelashes flutter with want. “Oh fuck you’re wet.”
“Yes,” Rosalie was almost panting at her touch, “of course I am. You’re naked, on top of me, and I can see you but I can’t touch you. Please,” she said again, “please let me taste you.”
Kinsey was starting to feel dizzy. She sat up on her knees above her and with her eyes on Rosalie, she slipped her hand between her thighs and began to touch herself.
“Mmm,” she gasped, “Would you look at that? I’m wet too.”
Rosalie moaned and thrashed properly against her restraints now.  
“Kinsey, please,” she cried.
“No,” Kinsey said, her fingers swirling faster. “You’re too hot like this. The more you struggle, the more I want to come watching you.” Rosalie made an inarticulate sound, her eyes latched onto Kinsey’s moving fingers, nearly biting through her own lip. Kinsey kept going, working herself up as she watched Rosalie hunger for her, squirming her hips for relief that Kinsey wouldn’t give her. She looked beside herself, small moans and cries of frustration escaping her.
Kinsey smiled a little, through her gasps, as she watched her.  
“You need it, huh?” she said, sympathetically and Rosalie nodded frantically.  
“Please,” she whimpered. “Please baby.”
Kinsey’s mouth dropped open. She couldn’t tell if it was calculated or if pushing Rosalie this far had brought it out of her, but the little slip of endearment in that voice, from those lips, pushed her to the brink. As her hips stuttered hard against her hand, she slipped up Rosalie’s body until her knees were on either side of her head. She lowered her hips to where Rosalie was already leaning up to meet her, her mouth opening in a soft kiss right where she needed her, and with only a few perfect swirls of her tongue, Kinsey came flying apart against her mouth.
She managed to pull back before she literally drowned Rosalie, mindful that her hands were bound, but when she looked down Rosalie was looking up at her, eyes full of worship.
“Oh yes,” Rosalie whispered, her chest heaving, licking her lips. “Oh god, Kinsey…”  
Kinsey slid back down her body, still trembling at the strength of the orgasm that had nearly wrung her out. She hooked her fingers into Rosalie’s panties and pulled them off, pushing her thighs firmly apart.  
“This pussy,” she said softly, “oh fuck, I’d die for this pussy.” 
Kinsey gazed at Rosalie, totally exposed. She was so fucking beautiful. Then, meeting Rosalie’s eye she slipped her fingers inside her, gasping at how hot and silky her body felt. Rosalie cried out and thrust her hips, desperate for relief. Kinsey leaned down and keeping her eyes on hers, softly slipped her tongue against her clit as she fucked her. Rosalie cried out so loudly that Kinsey mentally mapped the rest of the mansion in her head, wondering if anyone could hear her getting fucked. The thought spurred her on and she thrust harder, swirling her tongue insistently until finally Rosalie clenched down tightly on her fingers, spasming intensely, her thighs wrapping up around her face and coming for what felt like minutes.
When Kinsey sat up, she watched her for another long moment, taking in the sight of Rosalie limp in the sheets, still bound, panting and shuddering with aftershocks and relief. She wanted to commit the sight to memory forever. Then she slipped up and untied her, kissing each wrist as she let it go. Freed, Rosalie immediately gripped Kinsey tight and pulled her in, pressing her hot face into her throat and holding her whole body close. Kinsey clutched her back, slightly overwhelmed with the wild intensity they’d somehow created between them.
They held each other tight, skin against skin until their breathing finally slowed, then Kinsey pulled back just enough to kiss her. They made out softly for so long that she felt her heart go haywire.
“Where did you come from?” Rosalie’s lips were against her ear and Kinsey shivered at the awe in her tone.  
“This is… intense,” Kinsey murmured, her limbs trembling a little. “I… should probably go.” She hated the idea so much that she knew she absolutely should be leaving, right this second.  
Rosalie clung tighter, as always chasing her as soon as she stepped back.  
“This is your room,” Rosalie reminded her.
Kinsey blinked. “Oh.” 
“Are you asking me to go?” Rosalie asked, her voice soft and Kinsey absolutely could not say yes to that.
She was already kissing Rosalie’s throat, nuzzling into her soft skin, inhaling her scent and Rosalie was pulling her back to kiss her mouth. The kiss moved from soft and sweet to hungry and desperate. Before anyone could leave anyone, they were fucking again.

Kinsey awoke with a small jump. The lamp was still on. She had no idea how much time had passed, just that they’d spent hours swept away by the intensity of the heat between them. Every time it seemed they were ready to let go, a second of prolonged eye contact or the brush of a finger would push them back to the precipice again.
And then, clearly, they’d passed out.  
Rosalie lay in Kinsey’s arms, Kinsey holding her close even in her sleep. She had no idea how to navigate this now. If she hadn’t been in her own room she would tiptoe out, quite sure Rosalie needed to wake up alone. But she was hardly going to kick her out; that was a whole other level of cold, and Kinsey did not feel remotely cold.  
This was exactly what she wanted: Rosalie desperate for her, letting endearments slip, not wanting to let go. Rosalie snuggling her in her sleep like some kind of deeply sexy, cuddly lover.  
It made her feel the opposite of what Rosalie had said she wanted… just sex, secrecy, and no future.  
Kinsey looked down at the beautiful woman sleeping in her arms. She reached one hand out and switched off the light.      
Danger signs flared in her mind.        



Before
College was a whole new world. Rosalie had been a studious kid at a good school, but here, everyone was smart. There were students from all over the country - all over the world, in fact - and she found herself embarrassed by her Tennessee accent after more than one person giggled at her when she asked a question in class. Y’all they’d say, making a face like they thought she was cute or dumb or both. Her roommate Ellie, who was from Michigan, made a thing about calling her Scarlett O’Hara, “You know, cos of your hair and your accent.”
“Funny,” said Rosalie, staring out the window at the California sky. She’d always thought she was a city girl, but this was something else altogether. Everything was busy and crowded, no open spaces. She went to orientation week parties, swept up with all the other eighteen-year-olds fresh from home and out of high school. She ate in the cafeteria, happy not to have to avoid her parents’ eyes. But she missed driving around with Savannah in the evenings, hanging around the diner, talking about the whole world… just being so known by someone. Here, everyone was a stranger.  
Her classes though, were wonderful. She’d made up her mind, in the aftermath of Rachel’s disappearance, that she was going to find a way to help other kids like her sister. Kids like Savannah and Daria, all those kids whose parents had chosen ignorance and hatred, or social and religious pressures over their own damn children. She wasn’t sure yet, exactly what that would look like, but qualifying as a social worker seemed like a pretty good first step.
At first, she and Savannah texted and called each other all the time. Savannah talked about Coral a lot, and it made Rosalie weirdly jealous. The two of them were spending practically all their time together, between their shared apartment and her parents’ diner. Coral’s band was starting to get small gigs around the place and Savannah was hanging with them a lot too. The guitarist sounded like he had the hots for Savannah and was helping her learn a few chords on the guitar Rosalie had given her.  
“It sounds good,” Rosalie said, a little wistfully.  
It took a while, but she started making friends: an aspiring drag queen called Matt and a straight girl called Priya, the three of them becoming tight, hanging out in Rosalie’s dorm room every other night. Then, in one of her classes she met Abigail. Abigail was kind of hard to miss, not just because she was so pretty but because she had bright pink hair and always gave extremely precise insightful answers anytime she was asked.    
“You know, you kind of stare at me a lot,” Abigail told her one afternoon as they were bumped out into the same crowded corridor after class. Rosalie tried not to blush.  
“I’m sorry.” Rosalie twisted her hair feeling exposed and embarrassed, but Abigail just smiled.
“I stare at you too, though. That’s how I know.”  
Abigail’s roommate was staying over at her boyfriend’s apartment and Rosalie didn’t get home to her own dorm until the next morning, faintly hungover, a solid hickey on her neck and already halfway in love.  
“She sounds great,” said Savannah, down the phone, but she sounded distracted. “Hey, I gotta go, the band are here, but call me again soon.” She’d already hung up the phone by the time Rosalie said goodbye.     
Rosalie didn’t go home for Thanksgiving, but when classes finished for the year she reluctantly accepted a plane ticket home from her parents. Her dad picked her up from the airport.
“I know how angry you are,” he said during the car ride home, after she’d tolerated his hug of greeting like he had rabies. “I know you think we’re responsible for your brother’s disappearance, but-”
“Until you and mom can call her by her real name I literally can’t have this conversation with you,” Rosalie said through gritted teeth. Her dad drove on in silence.  
“I know you’re a smart girl and you’re learning a lot out there,” her father said eventually, “but there’s still a lot you don’t understand about the world. It’ll make more sense to you as you get older.”
“I know you’re a middle-aged white man, so our patriarchal, late-capitalist, white supremacist society has conspired to make you think you know it all,” Rosalie retorted, “but there’s a lot you don’t understand about the world. I hope to God you figure it out one day.”
When they arrived home she tolerated a similar speech from her mom as the three of them struggled through a miserable family dinner. She missed Abigail, she missed her friends, she missed LA. As soon as they were done eating, she fled to her childhood bedroom just like old days. When a horn beeped from the street she raced out the door.  
The sight of Savannah leaning against the old car in faded jeans and a blue plaid shirt, her hair growing long again and her smile like the sun made her eyes fill with tears. They hugged each other hard, then Savannah jumped behind the wheel and they both talked a mile a minute. College, Abigail, Rosalie’s parents and Savannah’s new boyfriend Dan, a cute shy photographer who’d spent four hours in the diner one afternoon before finally getting the courage to ask his favorite waitress out. And then it was like blinking and winter break was over; Rosalie was back in LA.
A couple of years went by like that. A haze of college, her Californian life, an intermittent phone call with Savannah and then a couple of weeks of closeness every year. Their second year at college she and Abigail moved in together, sharing a bedroom in an apartment with three other friends. Both were planning on moving straight into their master’s degrees as soon as they’d finished their bachelor’s.
“We should do this for real you know,” Abigail said to her one lazy morning in bed, toward the end of their undergrad.
“What’s that?” Rosalie asked, flipping onto her back and staring up at the ceiling.
“All of it. We should get our own place, just for us. Make it official.”
Rosalie turned her head to look at her. Six months ago, Abigail had dyed her pink hair back to her natural brown and Rosalie was still trying to get used to it.
“Official?” she said with a smirk. “Everyone knows we’re a couple. We’ve been living in the same bedroom for a whole year. I think we’re officially official.”
“Living with a bunch of college friends isn’t official,” Abigail argued. “I want to be able to say, like, that’s my partner, you know. Not just my college girlfriend.”
Rosalie raised an eyebrow, her stomach feeling tight. “I mean… we’re twenty though…” 
“So? We’re in love. We’re committed.” Abigail propped her head up on her hand. “Aren’t we?”
“I mean… yeah,” Rosalie said quickly. “Let’s do it.”
They both secured spots in master’s programs and celebrated by apartment hunting together. After putting a deposit down on a tiny one bedroom place in Alhambra, they each went home for Spring break.  
During the car ride home from the airport, her dad spoke up out of the quiet.
“I feel like we don’t know anything about your life anymore. It’s like when we lost Rachel, we lost you too.”
Rosalie looked at him. He was focussing hard on the road ahead, and it took her a minute to fully absorb what he’d said.  
“Well,” she said slowly, “I have a girlfriend. Her name’s Abigail and we’ve been dating for almost two years. We live together, actually.”
Her dad’s mouth compressed into a very thin line. She watched him swallow. He was quiet for several minutes.
“I’m happy for you honey,” he said eventually. “But maybe it would be better if we didn’t tell your mom.”
When Savannah arrived that evening, she was driving a big, old, beaten-up truck. Rosalie laughed out loud when she saw her small, blonde best friend literally have to jump down from the driver’s seat to hug her.  
“What the fuck is this?” Rosalie asked. Savannah’s eyes sparkled brightly above her short white sundress and there was a heated flush to her cheeks.
“It belongs to my new boyfriend,” she said, her smile at full beam.
“Wait, what happened to Dan?” Rosalie pouted. She’d hardly heard from Savannah the last few months and she was starting to realize why. “He was sweet.”
“He was sweet,” Savannah looked momentarily abashed, “but I just… met someone, like… someone,” she paused, her eyes a little dazed, “like maybe the one.”
Rosalie examined her a little more closely. Savannah looked like she was floating about five feet off the ground.
“What?” she said.  “Who?”
“His name’s Cole.” Savannah bit her lip but she couldn’t stop her smile. As they drove, she shared all the details. He was a few years older, twenty-six to her twenty-one. “He’s not a boy, he’s like… a real man,” Savannah breathed. She’d played a couple of cover songs at an open mic at Aloha, and he was the bartender who approached her afterwards. “He’s not just a bartender though, he’s an incredible musician. And, we’ve been writing songs together.”
“Is that a euphemism?” Rosalie asked and Savannah laughed.
“No! Though we’re also having a ton of sex.”  
They were writing a lot, singing together and they were like, actually good? They were playing a gig tonight actually, just a couple of songs at a new artist showcase and would she please please come?
“Sure,” said Rosalie, a little miffed that her first night back home with Savannah was about to get hijacked by some dude. She hid it though. Savannah was so happy she looked borderline high and Rosalie didn’t want to kill her buzz.
They met Cole at the bar before the gig. He was huge - six foot four at least - and extraordinarily good looking, with short brown curls, artful stubble, big dark eyes and an excessively charming smile. He watched Savannah walk in like she was already naked. Rosalie, instantly, on sight, hated him.
“Nice to meet you.” She forced a smile at him when he stopped kissing Savannah’s face off.
“Likewise.” He gave her a handshake, his big hand dwarfing her own. “Not every day you get to meet the girl who had your girlfriend first.”
“Cole!” Savannah looked scandalized.  
“I’m just kidding.” Cole grinned at Rosalie like they were already old friends. “I think it’s hot as fuck.”  
“That’s… great,” Rosalie said flatly. He pulled Savannah against his side, making her look tiny as gave him an ineffectual push.
“He’s not normally a neanderthal,” she apologized to Rosalie.
“What?” Cole’s grin twinkled at Savannah. “You know I am.” He kissed her again like it was some kind of point and she lit up with such heat she looked like she was glowing from the inside.
When the two of them got up on stage to sing though, Rosalie was transfixed. The man had the voice of a stupid angel, and yet it was Savannah who was the absolute star. The two of them were obscenely good-looking together, especially with the clear we can’t stop fucking vibe all over them, but you almost stopped noticing it, just for a second when they sang. They were heart-stoppingly good.  
Savannah sounded just like the girl she’d heard singing in the car all over Nashville, and somehow, nothing like her at all. She was breathtaking, and Cole for all the space he took up otherwise seemed to know it, letting her take the vocal lead as they both strummed their guitars. The songs were admittedly excellent too, though Rosalie noticed a bit of a theme. There were lots of lyrics about passionate fighting and making up, screaming and cursing each other’s names, hating each other’s exes, beating up a guy who looked too close at your girl: dark, deep, desperate love.  Rosalie’s stomach dropped.
The pit in her stomach only deepened afterwards as Cole pulled Savannah down into his lap even as the three of them hung out at the bar. He almost never took his eyes off her, Rosalie noticed. It should have been sweet to witness - a man so in love with her beautiful best friend, and god knows she couldn’t blame him - but it felt concerning in a way she couldn’t quite pin down. He was possessive, it felt. Savannah, for her part, looked like she loved being so possessed, but Rosalie wondered what would happen when that faded.
As spring break went on, alarm bells kept firing. It turned out they already lived together, Savannah having moved out from Coral’s and in with him after only three weeks of dating.  
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Rosalie asked her and Savannah just smiled a soft private smile.
“Honestly?” she said, “I kinda forgot the whole world existed there for a minute. I’m sorry,” she added when she saw Rosalie’s face, “it’s been kind of a whirlwind, you know?”
“What do you actually know about this guy?” Rosalie tried to ask gently but Savannah’s face shut down.
“I know I love him like crazy,” she said shortly. “And I know he loves me even more.”
Even though Rosalie was only home for a week it was hard to get to see her. Cole was almost always present.  
“Get me a beer, baby?” He pushed Savannah up off him when they all hung out at Coral’s. He swatted her on the ass and she gave him a fake-dirty look but sauntered into the kitchen to do what he’d asked. Coral met Rosalie’s eye and gave her an epic eye roll. Coral knew a shit when she saw him and she was clearly not impressed with what she’d seen of Cole. The next day Rosalie managed to get Savannah alone long enough to subtly check in.
“There’s some like… gender dynamics going on with you two,” was as subtle as she could force herself to be. Savannah laughed.
“He’s kind of… retrograde sometimes,” she admitted. Then she paused, her eyes gleaming in the way Rosalie knew full well was what she looked like when she was consumed with lust. “Is it weird that I find it fucking hot?” she whispered.
“No,” said Rosalie. “That makes total sense. Our parents are our earliest models of love and you’re just playing out the patterns you learned from yours. It’s basic attachment psychology.”
Savannah didn’t speak to her for two days.
When Rosalie finally got her to answer her damn phone again and talked her into meeting her downtown she tried a different tack.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Classic I-just-got-my-degree lesbian bullshit,” Rosalie rolled her eyes at herself. “Please tell me you still love me, even though I’m obnoxious.”
“I still love you,” Savannah sighed. “But you’ve got to get on board with Cole. I mean it. I’m pretty sure he’s the love of my life.”
“Okay,” Rosalie said. “Of course.” She was pretty sure she’d never get on board with him, but for Savannah’s sake she’d do a damn good job of pretending to. There was no way she was going to let her be fully alone with this guy, not ever.
“Thank you.” Savannah gave her a soft smile. “God, how lucky am I? To first get a Rosalie and then a Cole? It’s like being struck twice by lightning.”
Rosalie paced around her room for hours that night. Then she called Abigail and broke up with her. By the end of spring break she’d rejected her place in the master’s program and was halfway through arranging a transfer to Tennessee State. She flew back to LA, just once, to pack her things. Abigail refused to even meet with her, even after Rosalie repaid her half of the deposit. She returned home and hunted for a job to try to pay the bills. Coral gave her a solid sideways look but invited her to move in, and in what felt like a weird time warp, she moved into Savannah’s old bedroom.
She told Savannah that Abigail had dumped her. That she was too sad to stay in LA anymore and missed home too much. The old Savannah would have narrowed her eyes and looked a bit harder, but the new Savannah was too swept up to notice anything amiss.



Chapter Seventeen
When Rosalie awoke it was early morning, a small hint of light filtering in through the heavy curtains. For a second she felt disorientated, but she knew exactly whose arms she was in. The air in the room was cold but the bed was warm; Kinsey silky soft and smelling like sex. Rosalie wanted to kiss her skin until she awoke, sleepy and beautiful, so they could press back into each other’s bodies all over again.    
It was mid-winter though, so for there to be light coming in it wasn’t really early morning anymore. If she was going to sneak back to her own room without anyone seeing her, the time was now. Reluctantly she gently disentangled herself, Kinsey making a small murmur of protest that almost stopped her, until she realized the other woman was still asleep. She found her robe in the dim room, and, with a throb of desire, the tie that held it, then crept down the corridor. She fought the urge to giggle out loud at herself as she did; it had been a while since she’d snuck home in the early hours with her underwear in her hand.
She stood under the shower, shuddering with desire as she washed her body, remembering and reliving Kinsey’s touch. Last night had been beyond words; the best sex of her life. She couldn’t stop thinking about it. She’d already known what explosive chemistry they had, but now, the knowledge of how complementary their desires were… Rosalie found herself whimpering, alone in her shower, just remembering.
What was this? It was only the third time they’d slept together and yet Kinsey seemed to have her worked out to the letter, undoing her with such ease it was like she held the roadmap to every one of Rosalie’s secret desires. And Kinsey, too, felt so deliciously easy to unravel; she was so turned on by Rosalie that her every move felt right. Making Kinsey come undone, over and over again felt like a drug. Suddenly the day ahead seemed like something to get through so that night could return, counting the hours until they could be together again.
When she made it down to breakfast she was showered and neatly dressed with plain sensible underwear under her jeans. Still, she felt marked somehow, as if last night’s sex had changed her and anyone who looked at her would be able to tell what she’d done. No one paid her any more attention though, especially not Kinsey when she finally walked into the dining room.  
She looked so good Rosalie couldn’t stand it, her mind instantly comparing the poised woman in front of her with the one who’d tied her to the bed, her fingers furiously touching herself as she stared at Rosalie’s bound body. Rosalie swallowed another whimper. Kinsey, though, gave her no more than a faintly friendly flicker of eye contact as she greeted the whole room, then proceeded to chat casually with Cassidy as if Rosalie didn’t exist.      
Rosalie had no idea whether Kinsey was just an expert at compartmentalizing or if she had the best poker face she’d ever seen, but it made her feel slightly crazy. She knew she’d asked her to keep it all on the down low, but it seemed beyond wild that last night they’d been so desperate for each other and this morning Kinsey was calmly pouring an orange juice with not even a hint in her eyes that she’d ever thought twice of Rosalie. Rosalie was not sure that she was going to pull off that level of cool.
When Kinsey left the breakfast table, Rosalie followed. She knew she was about to lose Kinsey to songwriting and she didn’t think she could make it until nightfall without something more than coolness from her, not after last night. Kinsey turned slightly on the stairs when she realized she wasn’t alone, but her step didn’t falter.  
Rosalie checked there was no one else in sight as they hit the top stair together and then she grabbed Kinsey’s hand and tugged her through the first open door she found. It was the library; a perfectly innocent place for the two of them to happen to be found, except that Rosalie pulled the door shut behind them. Kinsey stared at her, clearly startled, and Rosalie kissed her. Within seconds Kinsey was gasping into her mouth, kissing her back. Rosalie’s hands slipped under her shirt to mold around her bare hips, dying for warm skin and the heat of her kiss.
It was only seconds though, before Kinsey pulled back.
“Rosalie,” she said with a sharp breath. “What are you doing?”
“I didn’t get to kiss you goodbye this morning,” Rosalie said, “and I couldn’t let you go all day without kissing you first.”.
“You can’t do this to me,” Kinsey said softly, her tone accusing. “It’s hard enough that I have to pretend to barely know you without you pulling me away to make out with you during the day as well.”
Rosalie looked down. She was being selfish and she knew it.  
“I’m sorry,” she said, tucking a lock of Kinsey’s hair behind her ear, making her blink at the soft touch. “You’re right. I’ll stop. Just,” she reached out again, this time running her thumb over her hipbone, “last night was… ” 
Rosalie ran out of words as she met Kinsey’s eyes, her need reflected there, and swallowed.
“Yeah, it was,” Kinsey said quietly. Silence echoed between them. Kinsey sighed. “Rosalie,” she bit her lip. “If you want us to keep doing this, you’re going to have to give me a little space here. I can do no strings, but not if you start blurring the lines on me.”
“You’re right,” Rosalie said again. “I’m sorry.”
Kinsey kissed her. A quick, soft brush of her lips.  
“Get the fuck out of here,” she said, her voice light again. “And don’t touch me or even look at me until it’s night and we’re in a bedroom together.”
Rosalie smiled.  
“I’ll respect that. You should know though,” she paused, “that all you have to do right now is walk in the room and it makes me wet.” Kinsey’s eyes went dark and her lips parted. Rosalie pulled open the door and threw a quick smirk over her shoulder. “Have a great day.”

“So,” said Savannah as she and Rosalie went out on their morning walk together. “Exactly how much sex are you having with our young guest right now?”
Rosalie groaned.
“So much,” she admitted and Savannah smiled widely. “Why do you always know?”
“Because I know you,” Savannah said, smirking as they trudged their way through the snowy forest path. “And because you look approximately eight years younger this morning and I presume it’s not from all the sleep you’re getting.”
“It’s really not,” she winced. “God, I don’t know what I’m doing. I can’t seem to make sensible decisions around her.”
“Or maybe you’re finally making healthy decisions for a change?” Savannah raised her eyebrows. Rosalie looked sideways at her.
“I’m sorry?” 
“Honey, you’ve been isolating long enough, don’t you think?”
“It’s not isolating,” Rosalie said. “It’s personal space. It suits me.”
“Does it? You haven’t been properly happy in a long time.” 
“Things have been stressful lately,” Rosalie reminded her. “That’s not the same as being unhappy.”
“I’m talking years.”
Roslaie frowned. “That’s… not accurate.”
“Remember what you always told me?”
“What?”
“You can lie to yourself, but not to your best friend.” Savannah gave her a small smile. Rosalie huffed. 
They walked on in semi-comfortable silence for a while and eventually Savannah broke it. “So the sex…?” 
Rosalie couldn’t help her smile. She tipped her head up and looked at the snowy tree canopy above them.  
“Oh my god,” she said. “I don’t have the words.”
“You’re not even going to try?” Savannah nudged. Rosalie shook her head. “Well your face says it all,” Savannah told her with a smirk. “Are you going to keep seeing her when you’re back in Nashville?”
Rosalie sighed, shaking her head. 
“I think we both know it’s better being kept as a vacation fling.”
Savannah stopped still. “Why?”
“Why?” Rosalie raised her eyebrows. She lifted her hand and counted on her fingers. “She’s eleven years younger than me. She’s literally this hot young rock star. You said it yourself, she’ll have women falling around her like flies. She’s Lane and Cassidy’s close friend, like what, are we going to double-date? How fucking awkward would that be? Honestly, what other reasons do you need?”
“You are so full of shit.” Savannah put her hands on her hips. “None of those reasons are worth anything.”
“They are to me.” Rosalie shot her a glare and started walking again. Savannah kept pace with her.
“It’s literally just your commitment phobia all over again,” she said, shortly.  
“That’s a really judgemental way of looking at it. It’s a perfectly valid choice to want to be single.”
“Sure. If that’s what you actually want, and it’s not just a fancy way of saying you’ve given up fighting for your own damn needs.”
“Come on-”
“No, you come on.” Savannah stepped in front of Rosalie, making her reel back to keep from running into her friend’s steely eyes. “How many times have I listened to you tell me that you would be happy having a relationship if all the parameters were different? And I was like sure Rosalie, domesticity isn’t for everyone, there’s lots of ways to be in love. Yet here you are, faced with a stupidly hot woman who’s very much into you, and wants her independence and literally all the same things you want, so you’re like oh well let me quickly find a loophole that says it’s not going to work.”
“That’s not what I’m doing-”
“It’s trauma, Rosalie, we all fucking have it-”
“I know what trauma is!” Rosalie crossed her arms across her chest. “God, why do you have to be such a know-it-all, all the time?”
“Because I know you! And I fucking love you, you stupid asshole.”
They glared at each other until Rosalie cracked into a small smile.
“Well I hate you,” she lied.
“You hate me because I’m right,” Savannah gave her doe eyes.  
“Oh please… stop it okay?”
“Fine.” They walked on, their boots crunching in the snow. “Just one last thing-”
Rosalie shoved her lightly. “You can’t help yourself!”
“Shut up and listen to me. Just… observe the facts.” Savannah lifted her own hand and started counting on her fingers. “Kinsey’s hot. She apparently makes you come so hard you look like a commercial for expensive skin cream this morning.” Savannah smirked at Rosalie’s scandalized expression. She kept counting. “She’s ambitious, independent, smart, funny, secure - I’m running out of fingers here - and she’s a grown fucking adult with great boundaries. She clearly respects you, but she also seems wild about you already, so she obviously has great taste. Cassidy and Lane both have extremely well-honed bullshit monitors and they love her too.”
“I get it, okay?” Rosalie swallowed. “She seems amazing. I haven’t not noticed that.”
“I mean, I’d say she’s wife material, except that I know you’d either break out in hives or pass out in a snow drift-”
“Oh my god, stop talking!” Rosalie held up her hand, her voice getting high. “We’ve known each other for less than thirty seconds, could you sound any gayer right now?”
“Well, look at you with your bisexual erasure,” Savannah sassed her. “Look, just promise me you won’t do with her what you always do?” 
“What’s that?”
“Run.”
“Savannah, I love you. But I’m not promising you shit.”
—-
The day was long and dinner excruciating. Rosalie tried not to look at Kinsey. She also tried not to look at Savannah. After dinner, to her immense, irrational annoyance, Brynn - who was sober for god’s sake - suggested drinks around the fireplace and everyone filed out to join her, lazing on the big comfy couches and chatting warmly and easily, like they could be there for hours. Rosalie, barely sipped two mouthfuls of Pinot Noir, before she said she had a headache and wished everyone a good night.  
“Hope you feel so much better in the morning,” Savannah said, her face excessively sympathetic and Rosalie managed not to throw a tasteful throw pillow at her head.  
She took her time, knowing Kinsey was stuck socializing, so when the knock on the door came shortly after, she looked up in surprise, and a small amount of alarm. She was fresh out of the shower in her robe - the big pink fuzzy one, not the slinky one - but she also knew she couldn’t risk Kinsey hanging outside her room in the corridor either. She opened the door and Kinsey stepped in.
“You made it early,” Rosalie said, trying to hide how flustered she suddenly felt.  
“That headache is so contagious,” Kinsey said, “Savannah threatened to test us all for covid.” She looked at Rosalie and a smile spread across her mouth. “Change of pace tonight?” 
She reached out and stroked Rosalie’s fluffy shoulder. Rosalie scoffed, ducking away and Kinsey smiled wider. She stepped closer, and her hands moved down to the tie around the robe. “I could still make this work if you wanted me to, you know.” She smirked, her eyes going wicked as she held the fleecy tie.
“Stop it.” Rosalie tried valiantly to glare at her.
“You look fucking adorable.” Kinsey pulled her in close and kissed her, her mouth warm and soft. “Besides,” she murmured against her lips, “you know I’m just going to take whatever you’re wearing off you in about thirty seconds time.” 
Rosalie hummed into the kiss she’d been craving all day as Kinsey cupped the back of her neck and deepened it.  
“So the lingerie was wasted on you, huh?” Rosalie asked her, already knowing the answer. Kinsey paused.
“I would definitely not say that,” she corrected her. Rosalie’s eyes went to the bed and Kinsey’s followed. She bit her lip when she saw the small selection of silk and lace laid out that Rosalie had been just about to put on. She stepped back, “I mean, please don’t let me stop you,” she raised her eyebrows, “if that’s what you feel you need to do.”  
“Would it work better for you than the fluffy robe?” Rosalie asked teasingly, still slightly embarrassed.
“I don’t know.” Kinsey’s gaze was frank. “I’m pretty sure you’d still look hot in a potato sack.”
“That’s literally the other outfit I considered actually.”
Rosalie stepped away and scooped up her underwear, taking it to the bathroom to get changed. She left the door cracked and heard Kinsey’s laughter.
“You understand I’ve seen you naked, right? Like…right up close.”
“Leave me alone.” Rosalie couldn’t help her smile as she slipped into her panties.  
“Not that I’m complaining,” Kinsey said from the bedroom, “but do you normally pack sexy lingerie for a vacation in the middle of nowhere with friends?”
Rosalie laughed.
“Savannah and I had a… disagreement about whether I was coming here or not. She kind of packed for me.”
“And she thought these might come in handy?”
“I suspect she just literally emptied my entire underwear drawer into the suitcase,” Rosalie said “Though honestly, at this point in Savannah’s life she probably thinks this is what normal everyday underwear looks like for everyone.” There was a silence from the next room and Rosalie’s head jerked up as she dropped her robe. “Are you literally picturing my best friend in sexy lingerie right now?” 
“Hell yes,” Kinsey said and Rosalie’s jaw dropped. “You have to understand, those early Twice Struck music videos were really… formative experiences for me.” Her voice was teasing but somehow she didn’t think Kinsey was joking.  
“You literally do not deserve to see me in this underwear, Kinsey,” she warned her as she did up her bra.  
“Oh… wait, now I’m picturing both of you in your lingerie,” Kinsey said dreamily. “God. What a time to be alive.”
Rosalie stepped out of the bathroom, her eyebrows sky high and Kinsey’s face went from teasing to extremely serious in less than a second.
“And how about now?” Rosalie asked her, coming closer in the lamplight.  
Kinsey bit her lip. Her eyes softened, desire flaring.  
“Savannah Grace could walk in here naked and all I’d see was you.”
“That’s more like it.”
She stepped in close, feeling oddly vulnerable, between the completely reasonable pushback Kinsey had given her this morning and the being caught looking goofy rather than sexy just now, but Kinsey’s heated expression was more than reassuring.  
“You’re so fucking beautiful,” she said. “I can hardly stand it.”  
Rosalie found her lashes dropping as she smiled at the compliment. She slid her hands around Kinsey’s hips, still in her tight jeans, straight from dinner. It was the first time she’d gotten the chance to fully undress her, Kinsey having been clothed for bed the other nights. She looked up at Kinsey, finding her dark eyes focussed intently on her and without dropping her gaze she slipped open the top button of her jeans. Kinsey bit her lip, watching, as she slid down the zipper.  
“How much foreplay are you going to need?” Rosalie asked her, wetting her lip with her tongue. Kinsey’s breath caught.    
“This,” she ran one finger lazily over Rosalie’s breasts, her abdomen, her panties, “is enough.”
“Mm,” Rosalie left Kinsey’s jeans where they were, but slipped her hand into her underwear, “it seems like it is.” She found slippery wet heat under her fingertips and heard Kinsey hiss at the sensation. There was just enough room to move her fingers.  
“Oh god,” Kinsey whispered, her hips jolting slightly at her touch. “How do you keep doing this to me?”    
Without stopping her fingers, Rosalie walked her slowly backwards to the bed. She pushed Kinsey down to sit on the edge. She tugged off the tight jeans, then her panties, then knelt in front of her.  
“Is this what you want?” Rosalie gazed up at Kinsey, lips parted. “A woman in lingerie on her knees for you?”
Kinsey rested back on her elbows, her eyes dark.
“As long as she’s hot as fuck and it’s you,” she said, “then yeah, that’s exactly what I want.”
“Well,” Rosalie tried to ignore the heart palpitations that gave her, “it seems like it might be your lucky day. Now take the rest of your clothes off so I can look at you when you come.”
Kinsey immediately did what she was told, and Rosalie settled in, determined to make her utterly come apart.  
It was hours before they lay in each other’s arms, finally sated. Kinsey propped her head up on her hand beside her ,softly tracing her fingers up and down Rosalie’s spine, making her feel like she might melt all the way into the sheets.
“I’m going to go now,” she murmured.
“Do you have to?” Rosalie didn’t want her to stop touching her like this.   
“I do.” Her voice was gentle but firm.
“You’re just going to ravish me and then leave?” Rosalie said plaintively. She absolutely didn’t want Kinsey to go and she didn’t know at all what that meant.
“Considering the ravishing was mutual,” Kinsey pressed a kiss to her shoulder, a smile in her tone, “you’ve completely exhausted me. If I don’t leave now I’m going to pass out asleep next to you again.”
“Is that so horrible?” 
“You know it’s not,” Kinsey said, glancing away. “That’s the problem.”
“You want to stay.”
“Of course I do.” Kinsey’s fingers trailed her spine again. “But we’re not… lovers, Rosalie.”
“I mean, I think, technically-”
“You know that’s not what I mean. We’re having this… hot fling, like a whole series of one night stands, because we both happen to be taking a break from our real lives at the same time. That’s what’s happening here, right?”
Rosalie wasn’t sure anymore. She was sure she wanted Kinsey to stay. She was sure she wanted to know her more every night they spent together. But despite Savannah’s exasperation with her, she was also still sure that the two of them actually dating would be a disaster. And so after hesitating for far too long, Rosalie nodded.
“Yeah,” she said. “I think that’s what’s happening.”
She felt Kinsey’s fingers pause, though whether it was due to her answer or her hesitation, she wasn’t sure.
“Okay,” Kinsey said after another long minute. “Goodnight then.” 
She pressed another kiss to Rosalie’s shoulder and went to move away. Rosalie stopped her, pulling her in to kiss her, full of longing and confusion. It was almost physically painful to let her leave, as if she was doing the wrong thing.
“Goodnight,” she made herself whisper back. 
Kinsey looked at her for a beat, then she pressed a quick kiss back and left the bed. Rosalie listened to the sound of her moving around the room, collecting her discarded clothing and getting dressed. Suddenly, clutching the sheet around her body, Rosalie sat bolt upright in the bed. Kinsey’s hand was on the door handle. 
“Wait,” she said. Kinsey turned and paused, looking back at her, her eyes a little wistful. “Please come back.”
Kinsey hesitated. Then she let go of the door handle and came back, sitting down on the edge of the bed. Rosalie couldn’t take her eyes off her, but she wasn’t sure how to say what she wanted to say.  
“All this hot sex making you feel a little clingy?” Kinsey asked softly, no real sting in her words despite the clear-eyed assessment of the situation. Rosalie swallowed and nodded.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she confessed. Somehow, she wanted Kinsey to tell her and she knew that wasn’t fair either. Shit, Rosalie really was a mess.
Kinsey reached over and toyed with her fingers where they lay in the sheets.  
“That sounds confusing,” she observed. “And it kinda makes me want to stay so I can hold you.” Rosalie looked up, a tiny flicker of hope flaring in her chest. “But it also makes me want to hang tight to all my boundaries, so I can keep myself safe.”  
Rosalie frowned a little at her words. “I’m not…trying to be a threat.” 
“Oh, but you are,” Kinsey told her. “You’re the biggest threat I’ve ever met. I can’t say no to having this time with you,” she said, neatly reaching in to tug the sheet down, baring Rosalie’s body to her eyes. “But since you don’t know what it is you’re doing, then we need to keep this on a level we’re both comfortable with.” Rosalie nodded, tugging the sheet back up to her shoulders with a little huff and Kinsey’s mouth quirked.  “Which means no more sleepovers.”
“It’s really very annoying to me how insightful and mature you keep insisting on being,” Rosalie complained, slipping down into her sheets and turning on her side to watch Kinsey from under her lashes.
Kinsey smiled.
“If you wanted someone who was going to fall for your bullshit you really should have gone younger.” she said lightly and Rosalie gaped but quickly found herself being kissed into the pillows before she could complain. “I’m leaving now. Goodnight, Rosalie.”



Chapter Eighteen
Rosalie’s slip-up and Kinsey’s ongoing pushback wasn’t enough to stop either of them in their tracks. Night after night they fell into bed, melting into each other, a non-stop push-pull of desire and heat, the intensity never waning. Kinsey made damn sure though that it was Rosalie’s room she snuck into, rather than the other way around. She could see how much Rosalie was wavering, wanting more, but unless Rosalie herself could articulate exactly what more meant, there was no way Kinsey was going to go down that slippery slope with her, finding herself with real feelings and a lover intent on running the other way. So every night, once they found themselves finally spent, Kinsey kissed her and left.
Rosalie didn’t try to make her stay again, at least not for more than a few more kisses, but Kinsey could feel the longing coming off her in waves. It was confusing and intoxicating, like hope was being dangled in front of her that Rosalie might start to see her as more than just hot in bed. She wasn’t going to fight for a future here though; she knew she’d been more than clear that she wanted more from the first night they’d met. Right now, the only sensible thing to do was to try to keep her head, knowing that in less than a week the vacation would be over and so would the fling.
God, it was hard though. Kinsey tried to remind herself of the intense power of oxytocin, the hormone driving them higher and higher the more they had sex and the closer their bodies became. It could trick you into thinking it was more, that you needed someone, when really it was all biochemistry at work. She’d close the door behind her after dragging herself away from Rosalie’s bed, and lean back against it, her eyes closed, repeating just chemistry, just chemistry, just chemistry under her breath until she could force her feet to take her back to her own cold bed. She wasn’t stupid. She could beat her body at its own game: have Rosalie every night and still keep her heart intact. She had to.
The upside? It made for killer songwriting.  
“Holy shit,” Cassidy kept saying to her. “Where is this coming from?”
“Oh, you know…” Kinsey trailed off vaguely, unable to explain that when every single part of you wanted someone you could touch but not have, it filled your brain with longing and your lyrics with a solid punch to the guts.
Cassidy narrowed her eyes around the fourth time Kinsey refused to reveal her inspiration.  
“You must be getting into some serious sexting with whoever she is right now,” she said. “Because this shit is on fire.”
For Cassidy’s part, her upbeat pop songs seemed to have taken a dive. This was in fact, real country music she was writing now, brooding and melancholy. The songs were impressive; if there were a writing gene then both the sisters seemed to have it. Kinsey loved what her bandmate was coming up with but it made her concerned for her friend.But try as she might though to get Cassidy to talk about it, her bandmate was equally cagey.
“Just getting my angst out. ” Casssidy said it like a jest, but her eyes lost a little of their sparkle every passing day.
Between the two of them the collection of songs in the ‘keep’ pile grew at a steady rate. This vacation, it seemed, was all kinds of productive.
They took a break one afternoon early into their second week in Vermont. The snow was cascading down in impressive flurries, a small blizzard keeping everyone indoors. Brynn and Savannah looked a little ragged, as was Tucker, their youngest family member restless at night. Tucker was so cranky at lunch that Lane wrangled him off to bed for a nap and everyone else ended up flopped on sofas in the living room or, like Kinsey, at the windows watching the snow fall outside.
Brynn eventually snapped on the television and started flicking through movies.  
“Wait,” she said, “I’ve got it. A vastly underrated cinematic masterpiece. Perhaps the best film ever made.”  
“Josie and the Pussycats?” Cassidy asked, incredulous. Rosalie’s head snapped up from her book.
“Yes!” she said, her green eyes going bright. “Dumped on by old male film critics and adored by girls and women everywhere.”  
“Sounds about right,” said Savannah, setting big bowls of popcorn  on each coffee table, making the room smell like a real movie theater. “Looks ridiculous.  I’m in.”
“Josie and the Pussycats?” Rosalie frowned at Savannah, a small wrinkle forming between her red brows. “Come on,” Rosalie pressed, “it was Rachel’s favorite movie. She had it on DVD and watched it like, every other week.”
“I don’t remember,” Savannah said, with a slightly apologetic smile.
Rosalie raised her eyebrows. “DuJour means friendship. DuJour means seatbelts.”
Savannah looked lost. “What?”
“She quoted it basically every day. Remember? Who’s a rock star? She’d say that literally anytime anyone was in a bad mood.”
“I’m sorry,” Savannah said, with a little head shake. “I don’t remember.” Rosalie’s face fell and Savannah quickly added,“I’m sure it’ll come back to me as we watch it.”
Brynn clicked the remote and the movie started.
Kinsey wasn’t really in the mood for a film. She stayed at the window, gazing out at the snow, watching the drifts pile up. It was breathtakingly beautiful. Eventually, though, as always, her eyes drifted to steal a peek at Rosalie. She frowned. Everyone else was chuckling at the screen, but it looked like Rosalie was fighting back tears. A minute later, she got up and left the room.
Savannah made to get up and go after Rosalie, then she paused. She glanced at Kinsey. For a second, they just looked at each other, until Savannah shifted, deliberately leaning back into the couch. With the slightest nod, she gestured for Kinsey to go.  
Everyone else focused on the movie, Kinsey slipped away unnoticed. Rosalie was halfway up the stairs already, her movements a little slow like she was dragging herself through deep water. Kinsey caught up with her just before she got to her room and Rosalie turned around.
Her eyes were slightly red and she flinched a little when she saw Kinsey. A small sharp breath escaped her as Kinsey took her hand and pulled her into the bedroom.
“I didn’t leave for that-” Rosalie protested, pulling her hand back. Kinsey closed the door behind them.
“I know,” she said quietly. “Me either.  I came for this.” 
Gently, she pulled Rosalie into her arms to hold her. Rosalie stood there stiffly for a few seconds, not responding, as if she were tolerating the embrace, willing it to be over. Kinsey didn’t shift. Rosalie pressed her face harder into Kinsey’s shoulder and began to cry. Kinsey held her tight and let her. 
“Hey,” she murmured, holding Rosalie tight even as her tears soaked her t-shirt. “I’ve got you.” 
When her tears stopped - all of a minute later - Rosalie pulled back sharply. She turned, quickly, disappearing into her bathroom. Kinsey stood still, her arms empty, listening to the sound of Rosalie blowing her nose and running the tap, trying to clean up. When she finally reappeared, her face was set firmly, her eyes red and her neck blotched with emotion.
“It’s so stupid of me,” Rosalie said, avoiding Kinsey’s eyes. “It was just a dumb little thing. I’m fine. Please. You should go watch the movie.” Kinsey didn’t move and Rosalie gave her a quick, almost glare. “Seriously, I’m just going to take a nap or something. You can go, it’s fine.”
“You really hate being vulnerable,” Kinsey observed and Rosalie scoffed and looked away. “What?” Kinsey stepped into her space again. “I can make you come but I’m not allowed to see you cry?”
Rosalie finally met her eyes properly.
“Yeah, that sounds about right,” she said, her voice a little wry, and Kinsey smiled.
She reached for Rosalie’s hand and pulled her close. She didn’t take her to the bed like she normally would, but over to the window seat looking out over the snowy forest and toward the lake. She sat down at one end and leaned her back against the wall, tugging Rosalie up to sit between her legs, her back resting against Kinsey’s front.
“Better?” Kinsey wrapped her arms around Rosalie and murmured in her ear. Rosalie’s body went soft in her arms, relaxing back against her, face angled away toward the snow.  
“Yeah,” she said quietly.  
Kinsey just held her, until her breathing slowed.
“Tell me about Rachel.”
Rosalie was quiet for long enough that Kinsey thought she was going to refuse. But eventually, she began to speak.
“She was 14 months older than me,” she said, “but to hear her talk you’d think there were eight years between us.”  
She told Kinsey about her sister’s love of fashion and girly magazines and glamor. Of how she’d always known she was a girl, and Rosalie had always known it too.   
“It was the rest of the fucking world,” she said, “that wouldn’t let her just be.”  
She told her about how they’d met Savannah, their cozy little trio, the way hiding her bonded her and Rachel even harder together.
“We were all so tight.” Her voice broke. “Rachel and Savannah too. I always thought that at least one other person in the world would remember her the way she truly was. But for Savannah it’s just… the past. She’s forgetting Rachel and I can’t stand the idea that one day I might too. Then she’d really be gone, you know?”
Kinsey held her tight, kissing the side of her head.  
“What happened to her?” Kinsey asked. She felt Rosalie take a deep breath in her arms. 
Rosalie told her about the fight with her parents, about the threat of a conversion center, about how she’d left and Rosalie hadn’t gone after her.
“We never saw her again,” she whispered. “I decided that she was finally really free, that she’d left Tennessee and was living this beautiful life in California or New York, you know? That leaving her little sister behind without a word was just the cost of her freedom.” She took another deep breath. “Of course there were holes in that theory. It wasn’t just me she didn’t contact. She had all these friends that loved her and not one of them saw her after that night.” 
She heard Rosalie swallow. 
“Five months after she’d gone, two other girls she’d known disappeared. Her friend Daria was one of them. They found her body soon after that. She’d been strangled to death.”
Kinsey sucked in a deep breath. She kept her arms locked around Rosalie’s middle, like holding her this close could hold her together. After a minute Rosalie kept going.
“The other girl’s name was Mara,” she said. “And it was the same thing. Disappeared then found strangled. They were both young trans women. The police were never sure if it was the same person who did it. They never arrested anyone. I honestly don’t know how hard they tried. They were young, homeless, sex workers, you know?” Rosalie’s voice turned bitter. “There’s so much violence towards trans women that they figured it could be one murderer or ten. And as far as they were concerned, especially back then, they’d practically asked to be murdered just by daring to exist.”
Kinsey's eyes prickled, her throat going tight.
“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, though whether she was saying it to Rosalie or to the murdered women she wasn’t sure. Rosalie let her own hands rest on Kinsey’s encircling arms.
“Savannah eventually told me that Rachel had been doing sex work regularly for a long time. It was how she was paying for the hormones that my parents wouldn’t help her access, not to mention all her ridiculous wonderful wardrobe. She used to make such a big deal about not letting me sneak out with her and I always thought she was just trying to leave me out. It turns out that she really was just trying to protect me from the truth about how she was surviving.”
“She sounds like she was a wonderful big sister,” Kinsey said quietly and Rosalie squeezed her fingers.  
“My parents eventually hired a private detective. He concluded that Rachel was dead,” she said flatly. “His findings were that she was either an earlier victim of someone hurting trans sex workers or that she’d died by suicide not long after leaving home. I never believed the second one.
“Rachel was the most alive person I’ve ever met. She wanted to live her whole damn life so fucking badly, that’s why she left. She was so close to eighteen. A couple more months and she could have told my parents to fuck off with their conversion center bullshit and just lived as she wanted.”
“She was never found?” Kinsey asked.
“No,” Rosie said shortly. “I still think of her being out there, living her life somewhere far away. Paris maybe. Or Barcelona. And I literally see her sometimes, like a woman will pass me in the street with her eyes, or I’ll see some girl with her hair and jump out of my skin before I have to remind myself that she wouldn’t be a teenager anymore. I’m not stupid. I know the chances are basically nil, but unless someone comes to me one day with incontrovertible proof, I don’t want to think of her dying a lonely violent death. I’m thirty-seven years old and I still want to think of her just… dancing.”
Kinsey felt tears dropping onto her forearms. Gently she reached up, brushing Rosalie’s cheek with her fingers. Together, they watched the snow fall.
“Thank you,” Rosalie said after a while. “I don’t get to talk about her much anymore. And it’s been, god, over twenty years since she disappeared. I’m actually okay, like ninety-nine percent of the time. Just every now and then something weird will trigger it.”
“The ball in the box,” Kinsey said. Rosalie twisted slightly in her arms to look at her.
“The grief theory,” she said, “with the pain button and the ball that keeps getting smaller?”
“But when it hits the pain button it still hurts just as much.” Rosalie’s green eyes shone like seafoam in the light reflecting off the snow outdoors, as if crying had changed the color.  “You lost someone too.”
Kinsey nodded.
“Not a sister. And not the way you did. My best friend though.” She clenched her jaw slightly, holding back her own tears, refusing to take over Rosalie’s moment. “When I was twenty-one. Car accident.”
“I’m sorry,” Rosalie said, her voice genuine.
“Yeah,” she said. “We’d been friends since kindergarten. I’m not sure there’s an experience I’ll ever have my whole life where I won’t wish I could tell Chloe all about it.”
“Her name was Chloe?”
“Yeah.”
“We just lost a Chloe,” Rosalie said. “One of the kids from the centre. Suicide.”  
“Oh, Rosalie.” Kinsey’s heart ached for her. For all of them.  
“She was in your session actually,” Rosalie told her and all of a sudden she remembered.
“She sang,” she said quietly. “She had a lovely voice. Oh fuck.”
Rosalie finally turned all the way around, one of her legs bent, the other dangling over the edge of the seat. Their bodies were close, their faces closer. She stopped a silent tear slipping down Kinsey’s cheek with her thumb. Kinsey’s breath caught at the tenderness of her touch.
“I…” Rosalie said, then she bit her lip. “I don’t know that I deserve someone like you.”  
“What are you talking about?” Kinsey’s heart began to hammer as she blinked and struggled to push the tears away. She tucked a lock of Rosalie’s hair back, needing to touch her, feeling a bit like she was drowning, the two of them raw in the gray afternoon light.  
“The night we met I treated you like some hot young sex toy,” Rosalie admitted, dipping her head slightly. “I wouldn’t let myself see all of you.”
“And now?” Kinsey barely dared to ask, her eyes on Rosalie’s collarbones. When Rosalie didn’t say anything she finally met her gaze. Her green eyes were conflicted.
“I see so much,” Rosalie whispered. “And I don’t know what to do with it.”
Kinsey knew that wasn’t enough. She knew that if Rosalie still couldn’t see clear to dating her they had a problem. She knew that what she was about to do was not the right answer but she kissed her anyway. Slow. Soft. Tender. Rosalie whimpered. She pulled back and gazed at Kinsey again like she was everything. Then she kissed her. Hard.  
Everything caught fire. Kinsey jerked off Rosalie’s sweater, Rosalie’s hands flew to her jeans zipper. They gasped into each other’s mouths, pulling at each other’s clothes, desperate to get at each other’s skin. Somehow they were on their feet, still kissing, and Kinsey found herself shoved down onto the bed under Rosalie’s body. 
Immediately she switched them, pressing Rosalie back into the sheets with a kiss to her bare shoulder that turned open-mouthed in a hungry hard suck, marking her with a bruise. Rosalie moaned and bucked her hips against her, digging her fingernails into Kinsey’s back and scraping, the burn making her gasp ragged and loud.  
She pulled Rosalie’s panties part way down her thighs and finding her slippery with want thrust two fingers roughly inside her. Rosalie cried out and wrapped her legs around her waist, encouraging her with hungry thrusts of her hip. Her hand pushed fast between them to slip inside Kinsey’s underwear, stroking her clit. Together they gasped and cried out, fucking each other until Kinsey - overwhelmed with the sounds Rosalie was making, the feel of her tight body squeezing her fingers and the sight of her breasts bouncing with every thrust  - came savagely hard against her.
Immediately, barely recovering her breath, she slipped down between Rosalie’s legs. She tasted her arousal, opening her mouth like a hungry kiss and adding a third finger, hearing her moan as she took her with hard thrusts. Just when Kinsey’s biceps were burning, Rosalie came with a violent shudder. Still gasping, she pulled Kinsey up to kiss her.  
As they kissed, they pulled at the rest of their clothes until they were finally naked, pressing together, their touches becoming gentle. Rosalie kissed her like she was fragile, breakable, precious and Kinsey felt like she was coming out of her skin. In the fading afternoon light they held each other and moved, falling into the kind of sex that was like trying to meld yourself into the other’s body, like there was no physical way to get as close to each other as they wanted.      
They lay in each other's arms as darkness fell, the room turning into such deep gray shadows she could barely make out Rosalie’s face in the gloom.
“We should get out of bed,” Kinsey said finally. “If we both miss dinner I think that might raise some eyebrows.”  
“You’re right,” Rosalie agreed and Kinsey found herself wishing she’d said fuck that, let them talk, I just need you here and kissed her all over again. Instead they both sat up on opposite sides of the bed. 
“Come here,” Rosalie said, appearing out of the semi-darkness. Without switching on any lights, she pulled Kinsey into the shower with her, where they kissed and gently soaped each other’s bodies and somehow, miraculously, managed not to have any more sex. By the time Rosalie had switched on a low lamp and the two of them were dressed, Kinsey had made up her mind.
“I’m not coming back tonight,” she said quietly. Rosalie went still. “I’m not… calling it off,” she reassured her, “at least not yet. But I need to step back a little. I’m feeling far too close to you and if I let that happen there’s a pretty good chance that I’m going to end up getting hurt.”     
Rosalie stood a few feet away and just nodded. Her eyes were as conflicted as Kinsey had ever seen them, her expression crestfallen.
“Last week,” Rosalie said, “you said you wanted no strings.”
“No,” Kinsey corrected her, “I told you I wanted you however I could have you. I wanted you so much I thought I could just leave all the strings behind. And I’m trying to but…” She swallowed. “This is me trying not to want you.”
“Kinsey.” Rosalie took a step towards her. “I want you-”
“Oh, I know you do,” Kinsey told her. “Physically. But other than that you don’t know what you want.” Rosalie didn’t argue with her, but her eyes were aching. Kinsey sighed. “I know what I signed up for,” she said, her voice getting firmer, “but I don’t know, maybe it’s about now that I should be calling time.”
Rosalie reached out for her, but didn’t quite touch her. Instead her fingers barely brushed Kinsey’s arm, before her hand dropped by her side. That, in a way, felt like all the answer she needed. Rosalie opened her mouth but Kinsey stopped her.
“I don’t want you to feel bad,” she said. “We were both quite clear about what we were doing. But I know when it comes to you that I’m always going to want more.” 
She looked at Rosalie’s beautiful face, her lovely eyes, her soft mouth. She imagined Rosalie in her apartment, her feet up on Kinsey’s couch, across the table in a restaurant, holding her hand in the street on a cold day. 
“I think all this sex is going to my head,” Kinsey said after a moment, managing to smile. “Let me have the night, okay? Then we’ll see where we’re at tomorrow.”
“Okay,” Rosalie said quietly. “That’s fair.” 
Rosalie stepped in close, very gently brushing the softest of kisses against her mouth. Kinsey cupped her face and stopped her. She met her eyes, tracing her thumb slowly along the curve of Rosalie’s bottom lip. And then she left.  



Before
When it happened, it was fast and furious. One minute, Savannah and Cole were playing little gigs all around town. The next, an agent spotted them. Savannah showed up at Coral and Rosalie’s apartment one evening with a bottle of champagne - not cheap bubbles, but actual, technical, French champagne - her eyes wide.
“We got a record deal!” she squeaked, bursting through the door where Coral and Rosalie were lazing back watching TV together.  
“What?” asked Rosalie, but she wasn’t in fact surprised. There were tons of artists struggling to make it in Nashville, but it had been wildly clear from the very beginning that Savannah and Cole were the real deal. Rosalie grabbed glasses and Savannah popped the cork, all of them shrieking when it nearly hit Coral in the face. Together, they drank.
“How are you affording real champagne already?” Coral asked, her eyebrows sky high. Savannah bit her lip.
“It’s from the label. We’ve got a case of this stuff at home. But,” she said, looking shocked to even be saying this, “I think we’re, um, rich now?”  
“Huh?” Rosalie asked.
“The deal is with Sony. For three albums. They just gave us an advance,” she paused, looking somewhere between awkward and in total disbelief, “of a million dollars.”
Rosalie dropped her glass. Champagne spilled onto the sofa and onto her jeans but she barely noticed.
“What…the…fuck?” She leapt up and hugged Savannah all over again. “I fucking told you, didn’t I? I told you your life was going to stay interesting forever. Holy shit Savannah!”
“You and me,” Coral hit Rosalie’s shoulder, her eyes wide, “we’re going to be sitting around in bars some day saying ‘we knew Savannah Grace before she was Savannah Grace’ and people will think we’re lying. And you,” she pointed to Savannah, whose eyes were sparkling with tears, “you better not forget us little people, or I’ll sell all the dirty details to whatever magazine comes calling.”
Savannah burst into laughter and tears at the same time. She was hovering in the living room like she was too hyped to ever sit down again.  
“First up, you two will always be the biggest people in my life. You and Cole, of course,” she amended. “Secondly, Coral, for fuck’s sake, you’re coming with us. Right? We need a band like yesterday.”
Coral blinked. She had her own band, one still playing dive bars and opening acts on tiny side stages.. They were a rock band; Savannah and Cole were country. She sang lead on all the songs; what Savannah was offering would be back up at best. She seemed frozen, poised between two sharply different paths into the future. Her teeth sunk into her lip and suddenly her gaze swung to Rosalie.
The two of them had stayed up late at night talking about Cole, their mutual mistrust of him, their worry about what he would mean for Savannah’s life. And here was Savannah getting tied to him for the foreseeable future by a huge recording contract and imminent success. She was about to get whisked far away from them into a whole new world… alone with Cole.  
“I’m in, baby,” Coral said. Savannah cried even harder and hugged her.
Rosalie felt all the air get sucked out of the room. Savannah and Coral were leaving her behind, a world filled with adulating crowds and real champagne glimmering within their reach. She swallowed hard, struggling to keep her expression bright.
“Well this is fucking great.” She narrowed her eyes and kept her tone light.  “Any need for a social worker in the line up?”
“Chances are, yes,” said Coral, and she and Rosalie both knew she was only half joking. “Learn the tambourine and we’ll get you in.”
Less than a year after that, Rosalie flicked on the television while she ate her breakfast cereal alone in her new apartment and saw Savannah Grace in a music video for the first time. Her spoon dropped into the bowl with a splash. She’d known it was coming and yet to really see it - the girl who’d snuck through her window and slept in her bed, who’d read all her textbooks like novels and been her first love - right there, on her TV screen before millions of eyes… it felt impossible.  
Savannah looked like everyone’s country music dream girl in a little white dress and cowboy boots, belting out the song on the back of a truck. She ran her fingers along stalks of wheat in a series of picturesque fields, kissed Cole in front of blazing sunsets and got soaked in the pouring rain. The music video lacked an ounce of subtlety but whoever had pitched it knew exactly what they were working with. If Rosalie hadn’t known them both she would have believed they’d been picked out of a catalog somewhere: big handsome cowboy, tiny beautiful blonde. It was stupid how pretty they were, but to also have that kind of talent and dangerous chemistry? The song went straight to number one on the country charts and number four on the Billboard 100.  
From there, it was history.  
Rosalie watched from the sidelines as their first album sold into the stratosphere, as they won their first CMAs, as they were photographed on red carpets in clothes that cost more than Rosalie’s car. She barely saw her old friend. Savannah was always on tour, always attending media appearances, always recording, always writing, always with Cole. She called Rosalie from the road instead, full of breathless excitement and warmth and love, always asking about her life as if anything Rosalie could be doing could ever possibly compete.  
She got Rosalie front row tickets for their first big stadium tour. Rosalie took Travis with her, clutching his arm so hard she left fingernail impressions as she watched her best friend perform in front of 65,000 screaming fans. Savannah somehow seemed the opposite of nervous, and as Rosalie watched her beam her thousand watt smile over the crowd, breathing hard after singing her damn heart out, she thought of the first time she’d seen that smile. Was it just hindsight, or had the skinny teenage girl sitting on her bedroom floor, in Rosalie’s baggy t-shirt and boxers, always had some kind of shimmering star quality? 
Rosalie first got an understanding of the scale to which Savannah’s life had changed when the two of them had tried to go for a drink in a downtown bar during a break in the tour schedule. First, there was a bodyguard involved, then there was a photographer flashing a long lens cameras through the window at them like Savannah Grace just lifting a bottle of beer to her lips was newsworthy. Then there was a small collection of fans outside screaming her name until security got nervous enough to rush them out the back door and into a car, driving away at speed.
“What…even is your life now?” Rosalie asked, eyes wide. Savannah’s knuckles were white as she gripped the door handle.
“It’s…a lot,” she agreed, with a tight smile. “But you know, I’m so grateful.” 
Their second huge fight happened a year later.  
Savannah and Cole announced their engagement in June. They’d been surprisingly more stable than Rosalie would ever have thought. Still, she was wary. She and Coral swapped notes as if compiling a dossier on All the Ways Cole Corbin Sucks, like a mutual therapy session. Coral said all the attention was going to Cole’s head and making him even more insufferable, that the amount of women flinging themselves at him made her uncomfortable. But, she said, as far as she could tell, Cole knew a good thing when he saw it, even if he did publicly propose to Savannah on stage in front of a stadium crowd like a total asshole.
Rosalie was working at a center for homeless youth, her first job as a qualified social worker. Every day she came home a little heartbroken and yet also, surprisingly happy. It felt good, finally, to be doing something that mattered.
Savannah invited her to come hang out at the ornate Nashville mansion she and Cole had bought. Rosalie’s stomach churned even driving through into the elite gated community, the security guard staring at her crappy car and her driver’s license a couple of times just to make sure they weren’t accidentally letting in riff-raff. A literal housekeeper opened the door for her, leading her through to Savannah who lounged outside by a lavish swimming pool.  
They hugged tightly and Rosalie drew back to examine her. Savannah looked different: polished, her skin glowing with expensive radiance, her ever-so-slightly and adorably gap-toothed smile now straightened into perfectly gleaming white teeth. Rosalie missed her old smile with an ache.
Savannah showed off the obscenely big engagement ring and Rosalie tried hard to look thrilled but as she saw the flash of hurt in Savannah’s eyes she knew she’d failed.
“What?” Savannah asked. “Aren’t you happy for me?”
“Of course,” she lied. 
“Then what?”
“It’s nothing.”
Savannah’s gaze turned to a frown and Rosalie sighed. 
“Look,” she said, “I’m just adjusting, okay? Your life is so different now. I feel like it’s hard to find you in here.” She waved her hand vaguely at Savannah’s new glow, her impossibly luxurious surroundings, her small hand practically dwarfed by the jewel that she wore.
Savannah flinched.
“And what does that mean?” she asked. “You once promised me you’d love me if I was broke or a millionaire. Did you actually only mean if I stayed broke?”
Rosalie’s jaw dropped.“Jesus, Savannah. No. But I just came straight from work - from a literal homeless shelter for god’s sake. This is all… it’s a lot.”
Savannah sat up straight. “You certainly sound like you preferred me when I was your lost little waif, that’s for sure.”
“Oh come on! That’s not fair. It’s just,” Rosalie fought to find the right words, “you don’t seem like you anymore. I don’t know what happened to the cute goofy queer girl I used to know. It’s like you’re in this disguise.”
“I’m still queer!” Savannah’s voice got high. Her eyes blazed steel and her shoulders squared. “Just because I’m with a guy it doesn’t make me any less bisexual!”
“I know that, but does anyone else? The papers and the magazines, they’re all shrieking about Savannah Grace’s engagement, glowing with all this approval for you. The kind of approval someone like me would never get in a thousand years. You remember I can’t even get married, right? You’re hiding who you are and you know it.”
Savannah went white.
“I’m in country music,” she said, her voice rigid. “Do you know what that means or did you literally not pay attention to what just happened to the Dixie Chicks? You think I can just blithely walk around saying whatever I want? Do you think the label would even let me?”
“Do you even know what it would mean for the young queer people I see, to be able to look up and know you were one of them?” Rosalie countered. “Sucks for them that holding onto your passing privilege and this big pile of cash is more important to you.”
She stalked out, unable to stand the way she’d just made Savannah’s face crumple.
She seethed all the way to her car. And then she crumpled too. It wasn’t Savannah’s fault that the game was rigged, that homophobia existed or that country music hated strong women. It also wasn’t Savannah’s fault that Rosalie hated her fiance with a fiery passion. And it certainly wasn’t Savannah’s fault that part of Rosalie’s hate was still wrapped up with a twist of jealousy.  
She drove home crying. She parked her car and took the stairs to her little apartment, comparing it in her mind to the vast estate she’d just left. Maybe their friendship really was doomed. 
She called her girlfriend and vented, but refused her offer to come over. She could hear the exasperation in Sam’s voice as she accused Rosalie of shutting her out, even though she had literally just called her to confide. She got off the phone feeling even worse than before. Eventually, she got into her pajamas and grabbed a bottle of beer out of the fridge, staring blindly at the television screen over a bowl of cold ramen. Then she frowned and turned down the TV. Someone was knocking at her door.
Rosalie opened the door and froze. She and Savannah blinked at each other for a moment. Then she pulled the whole strange shiny new version of her old friend into her arms and they held each other, both crying.  
“I’m sorry,” Rosalie said into Savannah’s hair. God, she even smelled expensive now.
“No, you’re right,” Savannah wept. “You’re right about all of it.”
Rosalie pulled her inside her apartment and sat her down on the couch. She waved her hand toward the empty bowl on the coffee table. “My housekeeper and my butler are both away right now.”
Savannah snorted out a laugh and rolled her eyes. “Shut up. You’re literally the worst.”
“I do still love you,” Rosalie said, “even though you’re a bazillionaire and your teeth probably glow in the dark now.”
Savannah laughed, shoving her with her foot.
“I love you back, even though you’re a self-righteous, high-and-mighty pain in the ass.” They smiled at each other.  “Anyway,” Savannah said, her face going serious, “I have an idea.”
“Oh?”
And that was how the Rachel Carlson Centre came into being.
Rosalie flinched when Savannah suggested the name.
“Like a memorial,” she said flatly.
Savannah shook her head.
“Like a homing beacon,” she said.  
“A bat signal just for trans people?” Rosalie asked, smiling. “I’m pretty sure Rachel would love that.”   



Chapter Nineteen
Snow fell all through the night, lying thick on the lush grounds of the mansion in Vermont. Kinsey was still curled deep into the warm blankets when a knock sounded on the guestroom door. She rubbed her eyes. 
Mornings had never featured in her hookups with Rosalie, but it made some kind of sense that leaving Rosalie to stew for the night was exactly the kind of thing that would draw her in closer. She wondered exactly what Rosalie was going to say to get Kinsey back in her bed again. Or maybe - Kinsey’s heart rate started to speed up - Rosalie had finally worked out what it was she actually wanted.
“Come in,” she said softly, pulling herself to sit up in bed, and to her surprise, it was Cassidy who entered, closing the door behind her. “Hey,” Kinsey said, frowning in the low light streaming in around the curtains. Cassidy came all the way over and sat on her bed. Kinsey realized, with alarm, that she was crying.  
“Hey,” Cassidy said, her voice small. Kinsey pushed back the covers and quickly pulled her in to hug her.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, as for the second time in less than twenty-four hours she held a crying woman against her shoulder. Cassidy cried harder. “Oh honey,” Kinsey said, holding her tightly.  
After a minute, Cassidy pulled back.“Lane dumped me.”
“What?”  
“I mean, they didn’t break up with me exactly, but they said they wanted a break.”
“Why?” Kinsey wasn’t sure if she wanted to murder Lane or lock them both in a small room together until they came to their senses.
“Well,” Cassidy said, her voice cracking, “I told them I loved them.”
Kinsey got out of bed and went over and opened up the curtains, the gray early morning light spilling in. She came back and sat on the other side of the bed and looked at Cassidy. Cassidy’s eyes were swollen and her shoulders drew tightly inwards as though to protect her heart. She looked very small. 
“Cass,” Kinsey said. “Tell me everything.”
“I will,” Cassidy said. “But right now I just really need to be away from here, you know?” Kinsey nodded. “I told Savannah last night and she’s spoken with the pilot. If we leave in an hour we can fly back home this morning.”
Kinsey blinked.  
“Oh shit,” she said, thinking of Rosalie, of everything they hadn’t gotten to say or do. It felt too fast, too final, too unresolved. Cassidy brushed back another falling tear and Kinsey looked at her bandmate and friend. “Are you sure?” she tried. “You don’t want to stay and try to work it out?”
“Kinsey,” Cassidy said, her voice flat, “I told Lane I loved them. And they didn’t say it back. And then they told me they wanted a break. Believe me when I say I do not want to be here right now. They’re going to get their fucking break, okay?”
“Okay,” Kinsey said. “Yeah. You’re right. I’m going to get dressed and packed right now.”
“I’m sorry it’s a rush,” Cassidy said. “I just have to get out of here.”
“I know.” Kinsey looked at her friend, her blue eyes dim with sadness, her pretty face pale and the dark circles under her eyes making clear the kind of night she’d just had. Kinsey ached for her. “It’s going to be okay, Cassie.”
“Is it?” Cassidy’s composure cracked again, her chin wobbling as she got to her feet. “I’m not so sure.” 
She gave Kinsey the saddest smile she’d ever seen, then she closed the door behind her.
Kinsey squeezed her eyes closed, trying to catch up with the sudden whirlwind of change. She got out of bed, almost on automatic pilot and quickly showered and dressed. She packed her suitcase then ran down to the band room and packed everything she’d left down there too. She paused for a moment, soaking up the feeling of the space, now holding not just what Beware the Fury had left behind in the air, but Kinsey and Cassidy too, whatever their own album would become. A small shiver went down her spine.  
Back upstairs she checked her phone. There were less than fifteen minutes left before she needed to be downstairs. She headed to the door, about to go and wake Rosalie. Then she paused. She remembered the day before, the feelings welling up inside her, telling Rosalie she’d always want more of her, Rosalie’s troubled eyes and quiet mouth, never telling Kinsey she’d want her back the same way. Always conflicted, always holding back. What more of an answer could Kinsey ask for?
She lifted her head, then went over, pulled open her door, and marched all the way down the corridor. 
She knocked.  
“Hey,” came the soft voice from inside. Kinsey walked in and found Lane, sitting in their pajamas on the window seat, looking seasick.
“Hey,” Kinsey said, taking a seat opposite them. “Are you okay?” she asked finally. 
Lane rolled their eyes and squinted out the window. Their jaw was clenched.
“You’re right, stupid question.” Kinsey studied their face for a while. Lane’s shoulders were hunched, their eyes haunted. “Here’s another question: are you out of your damn mind?”
Lane’s head jerked up at that.
“You don’t know anything,” they said, their voice low.
“I know she fucking loves you,” Kinsey said gently. “I know she’s fucking amazing-”
“Do me a favor, Kinsey?” Lane’s voice went tight. “Try not to fuck my girlfriend the second we go on a break, okay?”
Kinsey’s eyes went wide. She was about to defend herself, their friendship, her intentions, and then she thought of Cassidy, crying in her arms this morning.
“Do yourself a favour,” she said instead, getting to her feet, “and get your shit together so she doesn’t have to go and fuck anyone other than you. If you actually care about her, you’d tell her that. You’d stop her leaving. You wouldn’t let her go thinking she doesn’t mean that much to you and you’d stop running away from your feelings like some scared little kid.”
Kinsey paused at the door and then flinched. Lane’s skin was pale and clammy in the early morning light. They didn’t move a muscle.
“I’m sorry-” Kinsey started, belatedly realizing that perhaps some feelings had maybe leaked out where they didn’t quite belong.
“Just leave me alone!” Lane snapped, their voice cracking. 
Kinsey dipped her head and nodded. She closed the door behind her.  
When she got back to her room, her bags were already gone. She trailed down the hall, her heart stuttering as she passed Rosalie’s door, and went downstairs to meet Cassidy in the foyer. Brynn was there, arms around Cassidy, squeezing her tight. Savannah stood aside, a worried expression on her face. Brynn hugged Kinsey next and Kinsey somehow still found a tiny space inside her to feel the shock of Brynn fucking Marshall hugging her. Savannah pulled back from holding her sister close and fixed Kinsey with a look she couldn’t decipher.
“I’m sorry you’re leaving early,” Savannah said, with a small frown. “It’s a real shame.”
“Yeah,” Kinsey said. “Thank you for everything,” she added, meaning it.  
“No,” said Savannah, a small hidden sparkle arriving into her eyes, “thank you for everything.”  
Kinsey tried not to blush. Savannah Grace appeared to be thanking her for taking Rosalie to bed every night for a week. Savannah pulled her in and Kinsey looked over her shoulder, sensing movement. To her chagrin, Rosalie walked down the stairs toward them, looking soft and very touchable in a plain old sweater and leggings. Kinsey swallowed hard, as to her great discomfort, she felt a serious ache in her chest.
Rosalie frowned as she reached the bottom of the stairs. “What’s happening?” she asked. “Day trip?” She saw Cassidy’s tear-stained face and did a double take.
Everyone paused.   
“Cassie and Lane,” said Savannah delicately, “need a bit of space from each other. These two are on their way back to Nashville.”
Rosalie stilled. Her eyes went straight to Kinsey, before she flicked them back to Cassidy with effort. She wavered briefly, then turned, giving Cassie a warm hug.  
“Sweetheart,” she said. “I’m sorry. Have you got people to talk to?”
Cassidy nodded against her shoulder.
“I’ve got Kinsey,” she said, making Kinsey’s heart squeeze a little. Rosalie met her gaze over Cassidy’s shoulder. Her eyes were full of something that Kinsey couldn’t read. Rosalie let go of Cassidy and tucked a lock of hair behind her ears, seeming lost. For a second, everyone stood by and then Savannah jerked into movement.
“Let’s get you to the car,” she said to Cassidy, clearly trying to give Rosalie and Kinsey a moment of space. Brynn went with them and Kinsey belatedly realized that of course Savannah’s wife knew about them too.  
“Kinsey,” Rosalie said, her expression slightly panicked. They only had about thirty seconds before it would be weird for her not to go outside, but Rosalie seemed lost for words. Her mouth opened and then closed. “I wish you weren’t leaving right now.”
“I know,” Kinsey said. “Me too.” Silence hung heavily between them. “For what it’s worth. I’m going to be forever grateful we got a little more time together than just a few hours in a bar.”  
Rosalie looked a little winded. Then, for the first time, risking their cover, she pulled Kinsey in and kissed her. It was soft, sweet, filled with longing. It felt, to Kinsey, like a goodbye. She pulled back from the kiss, cupped Rosalie’s face, just briefly, meeting her beautiful eyes one last time and then made herself walk out the door.
Outside in the early morning light it was freezing cold. Cassidy was already in the car, the motor running. Brynn shot Kinsey a sympathetic smile then headed back into the house. Savannah looked frozen stiff in the snow, but she hesitated, searching Kinsey’s eyes just briefly. Kinsey could only shrug. Savannah pulled her into another quick fierce hug, then to her surprise, the most epically famous woman she’d ever met grabbed her hand and slipped something tiny into her fingers like they were passing contraband. It felt small and scratchy. Kinsey slipped it into her pocket, automatically.    
“Catch you round, Kinsey,” Savannah said. Kinsey nodded and slid into the back of the car next to Cassidy.
The driveway and the roads had been neatly plowed but the snowdrifts were high along the verges. Kinsey glanced over at Cassidy who stared out the window, traces of tears still on her cheeks. Kinsey reached out and squeezed her friend’s hand. Cassidy sighed, her face wobbling. They both turned their heads, watching the snowy trees pass by as the car wrenched them out of the peaceful forest and toward the city. 
Kinsey thought of Rosalie’s face when she realized they were leaving, the emotion in her eyes, the heat of her kiss. She thought of her appearing in the kitchen that first night, glowing from the cold, hands full of herbs, her blush when she realized Kinsey was there. God, what a trip.  
As the driver pulled up at the airport and they struggled out in the cold, Kinsey retrieved the square of paper Savannah slipped her from her pocket. It was a scrap of white paper, folded about twelve times until it was less than the size of a penny. When she opened it, she saw a looping curving script. It was a phone number, and underneath, underlined three times for emphasis, it just said Rosalie.  



Chapter Twenty
Cassidy sat bolt upright and instantly regretted it. Her head pounded and her stomach rebelled, swirling with nausea. She lay back in the pillows, burrowing sideways in the sheets and tried hard not to move. Her eyes cracked open. Something was off. The soft grey pillowcase was unfamiliar, as was the fine crack in the white bedroom wall. Where the hell was she?
Slowly she raised her head again, her head swimming. A leather jacket was slung over the back of a wooden chair next to a table covered in notebooks and loose sheets of paper. An electric guitar was propped up against the wall. She knew this room. She was in Kinsey’s bedroom. In Kinsey’s bed. 
Cassidy took stock, quickly. She was still in her t-shirt and underpants, which had to mean…something, didn’t it? Why the hell was she waking up in Kinsey’s bed? The day before came back to her slowly, then rushed in like a hurricane wave. Lane, their face shut down like a stranger’s, not even a hug goodbye when she left. The silent flight home, avoiding Kinsey’s eyes, not able to even talk yet. Kinsey inviting her in when the car dropped her off first. Talking and crying all afternoon until Cassidy had felt so strung out and drained that she could only think of one thing left to do: drink. 
And drink she had. She had a faint recollection of having helped Kinsey drink the six pack of beer that was in her fridge and then demanding Kinsey find her something more. “More” had been a bottle of whiskey gifted to Kinsey by her dad at Christmas. Cassidy groaned into the pillow, swallowing another sour rush of nausea. From there, Cassidy didn’t remember much else. A brief flash of being in Kinsey’s arms that made her face heat up red hot, and then this, waking up in Kinsey’s bed.  
Cassidy struggled out of the bed, each footfall echoing sharply through her aching skull. She cracked open the bedroom door and listened. Silence echoed. She tiptoed out, dragging her suitcase behind her into the bathroom. After showering, brushing her furry teeth and pulling on clean clothes she felt almost like a human again. 
She didn’t think she could face food yet, but she made coffee. Eventually she found Kinsey, sitting on the back porch, gazing out at the grass, her thoughts a thousand miles away. Her face sat somewhere between sad and wistful. A pit opened up in Cassidy’s stomach. Had she done something last night to put that look on Kinsey’s face?
“Hey,” she said softly and Kinsey turned toward her. 
“Hey.” Kinsey watched Cassidy carefully as she sat down next to her. “How’re you doing this morning?”
“Ugh,” Cassidy summed up. Kinsey nodded. The two of them watched the grass growing in silence for a while. Cassidy couldn’t stop focusing on the sound of her own nervous swallow, her mouth dry as a chip despite the hot sips of coffee. Finally she flung herself over the cliff she’d been teetering on. “Last night. Did we…?” she trailed off, unable to finish. 
Kinsey’s eyes went wide. “No,” she denied, “absolutely not.”  
Cassidy just about passed out from sheer relief.
“Okay,” she said. “Cool. I can’t remember anything, and I woke up in your bed and I just wasn’t entirely sure what happened-” 
“Cass,” Kinsey said firmly. “I helped you to bed before you passed out. I would literally never have sex with someone that intoxicated. I’m your friend.”
“I know,” Cassidy said, nodding uncomfortably. “I trust you. Just, we were both drinking, and I was a mess and… maybe it’s me I don’t trust?” To her horror her chin began to tremble.  
“Oh, honey,” Kinsey said, reaching out and giving her arm a small squeeze. “Nothing happened. Unless you count crying on my shoulder so hard I got snot marks.” Cassidy burst out in a small laugh despite her watering eyes and Kinsey smirked at her. “Besides, I stopped drinking after three beers. Someone had to keep an eye on you.”
She got up and ruffled Cassidy’s hair like she was a small child, then proceeded to cook her a giant greasy breakfast to soak up the hangover. Cassidy had never been more grateful for another human in all her life. When she finally felt like she could function again, she called Savannah’s driver, Burt, who picked her up and drove her to the downtown apartment Savannah kept. There was no way she wanted to return home to the compound where she normally lived with her family and Lane. It was now nothing but a huge empty mansion full of painful memories.
Cassidy let herself into the apartment with the key code Savannah had arranged for her, she caught herself in a heavy sigh. Of course any apartment her sister owned wouldn’t be like the cute little one Kinsey rented. Cassidy had imagined curling up in a small quiet living room and nursing her broken heart, snuggled up somewhere cosy and safe. Instead the damn thing was bigger than most people’s houses, spread out over two floors, including an epic kitchen, huge stone bathroom, three bedrooms and sweeping views out over the Nashville skyline. A goddamned penthouse.  
She loved her sister, but did Savannah always have to be so extra? This was almost as epic and lonely as if she’d gone back to the compound, empty and echoing as she tiptoed from room to room. Still, when she opened the fridge it was stocked with fresh, pre-made meals from Savannah’s chef and there was a big bunch of beautiful flowers on the dining table. Her sister was still trying to care for her from afar, and Cassidy’s eyes pricked with grateful tears. It was a far cry from when she’d first left her childhood home, terrified, resentful and filled with pain, unsure what kind of reception her estranged sister might give her. But that was Savannah, always trying to give her a safe place to land.
Wrapped in a blanket against the chill, Cassidy sat out on the balcony, staring blindly out at the view, surrounded by the sounds of the city sprawled below her. She tried to see a way through things with Lane, but she just couldn’t. She loved them. She’d told them that. Even as she’d said the words, tiny and vulnerable, she’d felt Lane start to stiffen just the way she’d somehow known they would. And when they’d tried to hide it, she’d called them on it, and then instead of finding reassurance all she’d found was resistance, then a fight.  
Somewhere despite all of this she was sure, deep in herself, that Lane loved her back. She hadn’t imagined the look in their eyes hundreds of times in the last half of a year, as they held her face, lying in bed together, unable to look away or kiss her without smiling. She didn’t know what the hell Lane’s  problem was but she knew their eyes hadn’t lied. It had been on the tip of Cassidy’s tongue to say it first, so many times. But something inside her had always held her back, though whether it was weird gender role stuff in her head or anxiety about being so vulnerable, she couldn’t say. All she knew was that she’d finally said it and her world had crumbled.  
No. Not her world. Cassidy sat up straight. Somewhere inside her was the girl who’d always declared that romance would not define her life. She was still the girl who’d only ever cared about music, about making it. She had the band. She had the beginnings of something magical. She had Kinsey. She would not fall apart because of love. 
She picked up her phone and texted Hailey to tell her they were back early. Then she texted Kinsey.
Band practice? Tomorrow x 

On her way to Kinsey’s the next afternoon Cassidy took a call from Hailey telling them she’d already nabbed a last minute opening slot for Friday night. Cassidy was pumped. Honestly, Lane could go fuck themself. She had this. Everything was going to work out just fine.
Kinsey gave her a hug hello which was nice, but also weird, because they’d only ever been occasional huggers. Was Cassidy that tragic now that she warranted sympathy hugs or were they just getting closer and closer all the time? She wasn’t sure, but either way, it felt good to be held, just for a second.    
“Hey!” Cassidy said, feeling her face almost crack with the odd sensation of smiling for the first time in days. Kinsey, relaxed and beautiful as always, wore her hair up like she was ready to get down to business, an appealingly soft sweater falling off one shoulder.  
“Are you sure you’re up for this?” Kinsey asked. “Cos it’s fine if you want a bit more time.”
“No way.” Cassidy told her about the gig on Friday. She’d already called Eliza and Franklin for an intensive practice session tomorrow so they could work through the new material they’d written in Vermont. “Let’s get back into this.”
“Okay,” said Kinsey. There was a small flicker of doubt in her eyes, which Cassidy was determined to extinguish.
She grabbed her guitar and Kinsey got behind her drum kit. She counted them down for a run through of their cute bright song Green Light Go, and Cassidy got two lines in and burst into tears.  
“Ah,” said Kinsey. “Yeah.”  
The song was their poppy hit from their first ever gig together. Cassidy had written it only weeks after she and Lane had got together, filled with excitement, lust and the beginnings of love.  
“Shit,” she said through her tears. “No. It’s fine. I’ve got this.”
She took a deep breath, wiped her face and they started again. This time she made it nearly to the end of the first verse before her voice broke down.  
“Honey,” said Kinsey, “let’s just take a break. There’s no need to rush this.”
“No.” Cassidy grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. “I’m not letting my stupid love life fuck up the band. We’ve got two days to be back in shape on stage.”
“So?” asked Kinsey with a shrug. “We don’t have to do that gig. We’ll get a ton more. Looking after you is more important.”
Cassidy surveyed her. She seemed to mean it.  
“Listen,” Cassidy said. “This is exactly how I want to look after myself. I want to go out there on Friday and I want to fucking kill it. I don’t want to fall in a heap just because some cute person didn’t want me back. Okay? This is all I want.”
Kinsey nodded, her dark eyes soft.
“I get that,” she said. “And I’ll support that all the way if it’s what you want. But maybe then let’s not give a fuck if you cry, okay? Just cry all the way through the damn song if you need to. It’s not like I haven’t seen you in tears before. It’s just me, Cass.”
Instantly Cassidy burst into tears at the warmth of her support. Kinsey gave her a cheeky grin.
“That’s it!” she encouraged. Cassidy laughed through her tears and blew her nose.
They played Green Light Go again, only this time Kinsey didn’t stop when Cassidy faltered. Instead she just picked up the vocal until Cassidy could join back in. It sounded kind of ridiculous with Cassidy’s wavering tragic voice singing a bright happy song, but Kinsey patched it perfectly. When they got to the end, Cassidy nodded, sniffed, sipped some water, and tried it again.  
For three hours straight they played their songs together until Cassidy could sing every damn one of them - the happy ones, the sexy ones, the ones filled with longing, the sad songs - all without dissolving. When she finally put her guitar down, Kinsey came out from behind the kit and wrapped her arms around her in another big hug.
“You’re a fucking rock star,” she said. Cassidy clung tight to her warm body, before finally making herself let go.
That Friday they played the gig as planned. Cassidy felt wrung out with emotion and yet stepping on the stage her spine straightened, her feet planted firmly on the floor. The heaviness on her shoulders lifted and everything clicked into place. There was more heat behind her voice, more depth to the sad songs, more desperation and the crowd were right there with her. Belting out lyrics about Lane with eight hundred people singing along with her was finally the catharsis she’d failed to find drinking her body weight of whisky. 
Backstage, another set of arms waited for her. 
“Coral!” She’d never been so glad to see someone’s face before. Coral smiled wide and wrapped her arms around her. After a moment, Cassidy pulled back, eyes narrowed. “Did Savannah send you?” 
“She mentioned you might be sad,” Coral said, “but she neglected to mention that you might literally be on fire. What the fuck, baby girl, when did you get this good?”
Cassidy beamed. Coral was the first person to ever take her seriously when she said she wanted to be a musician. To prove her faith in Cassidy right felt like the highlight of her career.
“She’s incredible, right?” Kinsey stood off to the side. She looked slightly terrified. Cassidy almost giggled at the awed expression on her face. 
“Coral,” she said, “this is Kinsey. She’s desperately in love with you.”
Kinsey went pink.  
“Oh,” said Coral, “honey, it’s mutual. You’re talented as fuck.” She smiled.  “And gorgeous, look at you.”  
Kinsey lit up. She looked like she was about six years old and the Easter Bunny had just told her she was their favorite kid.   
“Thank you,” she managed. “You’re like, the entire reason I wanted to be a drummer.”  
“I’m flattered,” Coral said, “and now I also feel four hundred years old. Shall we go out for a drink?”
The three of them ended up in an upscale wine bar, the kind that was way too full and exclusive to let them in until Coral Sanchez showed up at the front door and magically a table appeared. 
“Just soda water for me,” Cassidy said. She wasn’t sure if she would ever want to drink again. Kinsey grinned at her and gave her a quick sideways squeeze from the booth seat next to her. Coral cocked her head at their touch.  
“Been going through it, honey?” Coral asked and Cassidy sighed. She gave the barest of facts, not really wanting to go into it. Coral listened thoughtfully, without treating it like a big deal which Cassidy appreciated.
“Being on stage helps,” Cassidy finished and Coral nodded.
“It can. Who did you say was your manager?”
The next morning, Hailey called her. A band called Honeybaked was going on the road next week. They suddenly had a spot for an opening act. Cassidy sat down, hard. She knew that name well. Their drummer - when she wasn’t touring with Savannah Grace - was Coral Sanchez.
“Can I… call you back?” Cassidy asked and hung up. Was this riding Savannah’s coattails? Was this a sympathy slot? Would Kinsey forgive her if she made them turn down another stellar tour offer?  
Finally, she called Coral.
“Is this… because I’m Savannah’s sister?” she asked. “Is this you taking care of me?”
Coral cackled.
“Sweetpea, I love you, you know that. But there’s a solid limit to Aunty Coral’s love. Just ask my nephew Grayson, who’s been begging me to take him on the road for the last two years. He’s my actual sister’s child, my own flesh and blood, and I would give my life for him. But not a tour spot. His band sucks.”
“Then why?”
“You guys are the real deal. You’re fucking good. And we need a new opener. It doesn’t hurt that I think you want to get out on the road right now, but also, you need the practice.”
“I…” Cassidy wasn’t sure what to make of that. “We practice pretty much every day. I mean, I’m not saying we’re perfect-”
“Practice at being on the road,” Coral corrected her. “It’s not as glamorous as Ms. Savannah Grace might make you think. If you want to do this for a living, you’re going to have to get used to stinky tour buses and crappy roadside motels.”
“Savannah’s the only princess in this family,” Cassidy said hotly and Coral cackled again.  
“So you’re in?”
She rang Kinsey, barely getting through the first sentence before Kinsey interrupted.
“I’m in. I’m quitting my job right now and I’m in.” 



Before
“Ugh,” said Rosalie, screwing her nose up as she looked at Savannah’s face. Savannah laughed. “You’re hideous,” Rosalies said. “Truly, truly hideous.”
Savannah beamed at her. She’d already seen a mirror today so she knew the truth: she looked stunning. Glowing. Radiant. All the things a bride was supposed to look.    
“You too,” she smiled. Her hand reached out and just barely touched a lock of Rosalie’s hair from where it was escaping. “Super gross.”  
Rosalie rolled her eyes. Of course Savannah Grace’s bridesmaids dresses would be couture. Rosalie had literally never worn a dress this expensive, this well cut or this ridiculously flattering.
“I’ll totally get laid at the reception tonight, I’m sure of it,” Rosalie argued.
Savannah gave her a disbelieving look. “Don’t you have a girlfriend?” 
“Oh shit,” said Rosalie, with a frown. “I do.”
“I think that’s supposed to be my line.” 
“Are you sure you want to do this?” The words fell out of Rosalie’s mouth before she could stop them. Savannah raised her perfectly sculpted eyebrows.
“This again? Do you really want to do this right now?” She gestured down at herself in her wedding dress, then at the door she was due to walk out of in approximately five minutes to get to the church.  
“It’s just… what’s the hurry, you know?” Rosalie tried. 
A soft smile turned up the corner of Savannah’s lip. 
“Rosie,” she said, almost under her breath, as if Cole were lurking outside the door listening. “I will literally always love you more.”
“That’s not what this is about,” Rosalie started, but Savannah was already turning away, the door opening as Coral swept in.  
“God,” Savannah said as she took Coral in, gleaming in her luscious gown. “Between the two of you I’m going to be upstaged. I knew I should have put you both in potato sacks.”
Coral went first and Rosalie went second. She managed not to trip in front of what seemed like three thousand celebrity guests and did her best not to give Cole the stink eye on her way up the aisle. Then she watched Savannah float down toward them with her heart in her throat. From there, everything seemed to blur, and before Rosalie could blink, Savannah Grace was married. She was twenty-four years old.

Rosalie kept busy. Or, more accurately, she was kept busy. The center took over her entire life. In the months before the wedding she and Savannah had worked together closely, plotting and planning, daydreaming and scheming. They’d found the site together, a big old brick building not far from Music Row, two big wide stories high. Rosalie had researched bank loans but Savannah just looked sheepish and bought it outright for her with a stroke of a pen. 
After the wedding though, Savannah disappeared, off on her honeymoon, then back on tour. She was dealing with family stuff, having tentatively tiptoed back into her family’s life to buy the people who’d kicked her out of home a house of their own. She was withdrawn when Rosalie tried to talk to her about it. Savannah didn’t share much but it was clear the interaction had cost her. 
So for the first year of the center, Rosalie largely went it alone. She worked out permits and red tape, she battled for insurance and figured out hiring and payroll. She spent Savannah’s money on renovations and fitted out part of the top floor into shelter bedrooms, making it as comfortable and un-institutional as she possibly could. She checked back in with old friends, with Rachel’s friends, with every social worker and queer contact she’d ever had until she’d found a small crew she trusted from the community itself. And then, she went out in search of the kids she knew needed them.
Savannah stopped by when she could. Technically she was the chairman of the board, a job she took seriously, though often in absentia, chiming in on conference calls from Barcelona or from Sydney. She snuck into the center a couple of times the year it opened, quietly meeting a couple of the kids and dispensing kindness wherever she could. Her checkbook was always open for anything the center needed.  
Rosalie’s girlfriend dumped her in the center’s first months, claiming that Rosalie loved her job more than she loved her. Rosalie found she couldn’t convincingly argue against that assessment. Work was all consuming; it gave her a purpose and a sense of  meaning she’d been searching for her whole life. Her colleagues were her friends, the kids in their care her community. It felt like vocation and family and love all in one. Who needed a partner when you had that?
She met Ali through her work at the center. She was an ER doctor, gray-eyed, honey-haired, passionate. Wild in bed. For a red hot minute Rosalie fell head over heels. Ali did too. Three months in she got a miniature tattoo of a rosebud just below her left breast, the name Rosalie inked in perfect exquisitely tiny letters. Rosalie smiled as wide as she could at the surprise and kissed the fresh ink. Right after she’d made Ali come she escaped to hyperventilate in the bathroom, staring at herself naked in the mirror in wide-eyed panic. They broke up two days later.
Three weeks after that, she called Ali to come and see a young kid who’d been assaulted. They were fresh off the streets, terrified, and flat out refused to go anywhere, but considering the hits they’d taken to the head, Rosalie was desperate to get them checked out. Ali was gentle and sympathetic with them, but when Rosalie tried to thank her as she exited the room, her face flushed red with emotion.
“Don’t,” she said tightly, her voice cracking. “Just don’t. And no more favors, Rosalie. I can’t see you again, it hurts too damn much.”
She walked out. Rosalie stared after her.  
“Shit,” said a small voice from across the room. “You really fucked that one up, huh?”
She looked at the kid sitting on the bed. Despite their swollen eyes they observed her with interest. It was the first time she’d seen anything other than fear in their expression.  
“Can you… pretend you didn’t hear that maybe?” Rosalie scrunched up her face with faint embarrassment. She might be new at this but she was pretty sure letting teenage clients witness your romantic failures was probably not ideal.
“Nope,” said Lane. They gave her a small grin. Despite everything,Rosalie found herself smiling back.
She went on. Work was all consuming. Relationships were off the cards. Sex was on the back burner. Months went by.  
She broke her previously unbroken femme streak when she met Asia, a dark-eyed stud with trouble written all over them. They fucked her so hard she saw stars, then a month later introduced her to their partner, Leah, a lithesome brunette with long legs and a heartbreaking smile. Sparks flew all round. Rosalie decided ethical non-monogamy was a thousand percent the way to go. God, why had she persisted so long with serial monogamy, when it really just amounted to one disappointed woman after another?  
The three of them dated each other and Rosalie fell into bed with one and then the other, then the both of them at once, leaving her a delighted wreck of a human three nights a week. The other nights belonged to the couple alone, which Rosalie didn’t begrudge them for, until the two of them came to her and announced they wanted to have a baby. With Rosalie. Perhaps even with Rosalie as the carrier.  
“You’ll literally never be so pampered in your entire life,” promised Asia as Leah slipped behind her to rub her shoulders enticingly. Rosalie looked at them both in horror. She swore off relationships altogether for a full year after that.
For a while she had one night stands whenever she felt the urge. She and Coral would go out on the town together, pick their targets and flirt like hell. Then came a solid dry spell. Honestly sex was such a complication. Rosalie could take things into her own hands perfectly well and spare herself the drama. She stopped sleeping with pretty strangers. She stopped kissing women in bars, or in her bed, or at all. She went to sleep alone and she woke up alone.   
She bought herself a house the year she turned twenty-eight. It felt like an acknowledgement of something, that she knew what she wanted and didn’t have to wait for someone else. Rosalie wanted her home to be hers and hers alone. Just like her life.  
She’d gotten so caught up - in the center, in her dramatic romantic life, in just getting through her long exhausting days - that in the years following the wedding she hardly saw Savannah at all. It was an intense effort to be friends with a superstar. Savannah was on a world tour. Savannah was busy that week because it was the Grammys. Savannah had Saturday Night Live to host, American Idol to judge, sexy music videos to star in, designer perfume brands to be the face of. Savannah couldn’t come out and meet her for a damn drink because they’d have to book a private room in advance, unless they wanted to be interrupted every six seconds by breathless fans who thought they were the only one to tell Savannah that day what a special connection they had with her. At one point, Rosalie realized a whole year had gone by without the two of them ever being in the same room.
They talked on the phone whenever they could, but it felt stilted somehow. Savannah’s news, her life and stories all seemed to come from another planet. Rosalie still lived on earth.  
Finally, Savannah invited her to a party she and Cole were throwing.  
“What’s it for?” Rosalie asked her on the phone.
“Does a party need to be for something?” Savannah asked, nonplussed. “Can’t it just be a party?”
“I guess.” Rosalie frowned.   
Coral was on tour with a side project, having told her in a hushed whisper about how much she secretly missed being a rock star, so Rosalie made her way inside the glowing mansion the next Friday night alone. She wasn’t sure if she was under or over-dressed in a tight black slinky top that enhanced her boobs and pants that clung, but as she arrived into the crowded party she realized it didn’t matter. She was practically the only person who wasn’t either a size zero or famous. This would have made her feel awkward and out of place except that everyone was wasted.  
Half the eyes she met had pupils the size of dinner plates, everyone talking too loud and fast, their speech pressured, full of bravado and in love with their own wit. Others were drunk and raucous. Three different men leered and tried to grab her ass as she walked through the house as if she was just casually public property by virtue of being there and being no one.  
“Fuck off,” she said, swatting at the last of them. Who were all these assholes and where the fuck was her friend? She made her way outside to where hoards of people were laughing and dancing around the pool, a swathe of intoxicated swimmers half-clothed in the blue lit water. She caught sight of Cole. He was leaning in close to a coltish and very young brunette who was absolutely not Savannah. Rosalie stopped still, staring. The woman was nibbling her lip, practically pressed against him and he was smiling into her eyes like a man about to get laid. Rosalie was storming towards him when someone called her name.
She whirled around and there was Savannah, looking gorgeous and starry-eyed in a tiny silver dress and heels like ice picks.  
“You made it,” she breathed, pulling Rosalie into her arms to hug her tight. “God, it’s been so long.”
“Savannah,” Rosalie started, unsure whether Savannah had seen her husband or not. Then she paused. There seemed to be a fine tremor in Savannah’s limbs as she hugged her. Rosalie pulled back and stared at her. Savannah’s pupils were ginormous, her jaw slightly clenched. “Oh, you are just high as fuck,” Rosalie observed.
Savannah giggled.
“I am,” she admitted. “You want?” She gestured around, like she could make cocaine rain from the sky, which in all likelihood, she probably could. 
“I’m good,” Rosalie said, considering her friend. “Are you… okay?” She did not want Savannah seeing what Cole was up to while she was in this state.
“I’m great,” Savannah reassured her. “I’m so great!” Rosalie saw the exact second Savannah clocked Cole. Her spine went rigid and her expression cracked for barely a microsecond, before she turned and smiled even wider at Rosalie. “God, I’m honestly just so great.”
“Savannah-” Rosalie said softly.
“Oh stop,” Savannah soothed her. “It’s fine. It’s not what it looks like.”
“What does it look like?” she asked carefully.
For a second there was a flash of pure rage in Savannah’s eyes.
“Oh my god, stop,” she said again, her voice hard. Then she giggled once more. “Come on, I’ll show you.”  
Rosalie trailed behind her with deep trepidation as Savannah approached her husband. The young brunette’s eyes went wide and she scattered.
“Well if it isn’t the beautiful Mrs. Corbin,” Cole said straight away, his tone smooth and approving as he wrapped his arm around Savannah’s waist. He ignored Rosalie like she was part of the shrubbery. “You look hot,” he told his wife. 
She kissed him possessively on the mouth and he grinned down at her. “Now go be a hostess. We gotta show all these fine people a good time.” He fobbed her off with a light push, following the brunette over to where she had rejoined her friends. Savannah watched him go. Rosalie watched Savannah.
“See?” Savannah gave her a grotesque imitation of a smile. “It’s fine!”
“Honey,” said Rosalie gently. “Do you want to get out of here?”
Savannah laughed out loud as if Rosalie had made the best joke. Then she went white.
“Yeah,” she said tightly. “I do.”
Rosalie briefly considered how pissed Savannah’s security would be with her as she tugged one of the most famous women in Nashville into a plain old taxi cab. The driver’s eyes went wide as he saw whose face was atop that sparkling dress. He opened his mouth and Rosalie snapped the address at him so fast he swallowed sharply and drove without comment.
Her house was  blessedly quiet and Savannah wobbled in behind her. She put on the lowest lights, sat Savannah on the couch and made her a huge warm cup of cocoa, unsure if adding sugar to her high was especially helpful but wanting badly to find a way to soothe her. Savannah looked around, her movements quick and flighty, her jaw still tight.
“Your house is beautiful, Rosie,” she said. “God, I wish I lived here.”
“You could,” Rosalie told her. “You could get a little house like this, all to yourself if you wanted.”
“I could get a hundred of them!” Savannah announced. “A hundred and three.”
“You could do that.” Rosalie couldn’t help her smile. Savannah smiled too. “You’d only need one though,” she said, “if you want to leave Cole.”
Savannah’s jaw dropped.
“Leave him? I’m not going to leave him. He’s my husband,” she said as if Rosalie hadn’t been right there beside her as she’d made her vows.
“Sure,” Rosalie said. “You still can though. If you want to.”
“I don’t want to.” Savannah stared at her, her hands shaking a little as she clutched the hot chocolate to her body. She hadn’t taken a sip. “I love him. And he loves me.”
“And tonight-” Rosalie started.
“Tonight was nothing. He flirts a little. Who doesn’t?”
“It made you upset-”
“Because I’m a little too high,” Savannah argued. “I got wigged out over nothing. Coke does that to me. I know that.”
“How much coke are you doing?” Rosalie asked curiously.
“Jeez mom,” Savannah rolled her eyes, pushing back the blanket Rosalie was trying to wrap her in, “not much.”
Rosalie gave up on the blanket, sitting down on the armchair opposite Savannah. “How much?”
“Enough! Okay? I’m having enough coke. Not too much. Just enough.”
“Savannah… enough for what?” Rosalie asked, even more perturbed.
“Enough to have fun!” Savannah cried. “Enough to make all this… fun, okay?”
“I see.”
Savannah glared at her, her face tight.
“You’re ruining my night,” she said angrily. “You’re making everything suck.”
“I do that,” Rosalie agreed. She got out of her armchair and sat next to Savannah who buried her face in her shoulder and shivered like a fever patient. They held tight to each other for the next three hours, Savannah refusing her offers of quiet television, soothing music, or talking. Eventually, she wound down, looking pale and sick. “This is some party,” Rosalie told her.
Savannah winced.
Rosalie made her go and shower and when her best friend the megastar came out of the bathroom - her face scrubbed clean of makeup, wearing Rosalie’s t-shirt and pajama pants - she looked seventeen years old again. Rosalie smirked.
“Come on, kid.” She led Savannah to the bedroom, gave her two ibuprofen and a glass of water. Savannah sunk down in Rosalie’s sheets, sighing like she hadn’t slept in years. Rosalie went off to shower and when she came back in, Savannah was still wide awake, her blue eyes just about focused. She watched closely as Rosalie climbed into the other side of the bed. A small teasing smile lit up her face.
“Just like old times,” she said, her tone suggestive.  
“Savannah Grace, you stay on your side of the bed,” ordered Rosalie in faint alarm, pulling the sheets up to her shoulders. She switched off the light to the sound of Savannah’s laughter.  
When she awoke in the night, Savannah was holding her hand. She was finally asleep.  
After that night, Savannah quit coke. She didn’t quit Cole though. 



Chapter Twenty-One
Kinsey was living her absolute best life.
She loved the road - had always loved the road - and this time it wasn’t just some random band she played in, but her band, the one she’d live and die by. Cassidy sat beside her on the bus, the two of them alternating between dreaming and scheming, bursting out song ideas and just being quiet together, lost in their own thoughts. She’d never felt closer to another human in her life.
Cassidy had - with her big blue eyes serious - warned her that Coral had told her none of it would be glamorous. Kinsey still tried not to laugh when she thought about it. The last time she’d toured she’d shared a grimy van with three dudes, the four of them taking turns driving, all sleeping in the back, sleeping bags tucked in around their gear, the windows cracked against the smell of sleeping bodies. In comparison, Coral Sanchez traveled in style, even on her side projects.
There was an actual tour bus, one with a driver. Sometimes they drove through the night, sure, but most times there were actual motels to stay in. They teamed up to cut costs, Cassidy and Kinsey sharing a room, tucked up like Bert and Ernie in twin beds and competing as to who got first shower before the water ran cold. She managed, eventually, to get used to the sight of Cassidy in her underwear as they rushed around getting ready for another day on the road, though it still somehow felt necessary to avert her eyes as if she’d never seen a woman’s half-clothed body in her life.
And then, most nights, there was a show to play. Compared with Coral’s main gig as Savannah Grace’s drummer, Honeybaked played small venues - around one or two thousand per show - but cumulatively it was the biggest exposure they’d ever had.  
“Is it weird?” Cassidy asked her one night as they got ready in their tiny dim dressing room. “That we play under my name? Would you rather we made our band official with like, an actual band name? I mean, it’s very obviously not just me.”
Kinsey thought for a minute.
“Nah,” she said. “We already have some recognition going under your name. Besides, you have a great name. Very alliterative.”
Cassidy smiled. “Are you sure though? I just know that it gives me a lot more credit than I’m owed. Like we are a band, you’re not like, in Cassidy Carver’s band.”  
Kinsey shrugged. 
“As long as you don’t forget it,” she teased her. “Hey how come you and Savannah have different last names? Is Grace a stage name or something?”
“Nope. Grace is our mom’s name. We’ve got different dads,” Cassidy told her, going back to putting her mascara on in the mirror.  
“Huh. You look so similar, I’d never have guessed.”
“Ugh,” said Cassidy, as if she was faintly insulted. “Should I dye my hair or something, do you think?”
“What? No.” Kinsey may have answered slightly too quickly. Cassidy was so fucking pretty it felt like a travesty to even consider changing her appearance. Cassidy raised her eyebrows and Kinsey added defensively, “I have to spend a lot of time looking at your damn face. Don’t touch a thing.”
Cassidy lowered her eyelashes and smirked at her via the mirror. Kinsey rolled her eyes and looked away. This was right up against the weird line they sometimes skirted, where Cassidy absolutely knew Kinsey found her hot and she seemed to like it. There was an added edge to it now though, with Lane maybe out of the picture and the two of them spending all their days and nights together. It was more than a little confusing.  
“What’s happening with that woman you were seeing?” Cassidy asked her. Apparently it was a little confusing for Cassidy too. Kinsey swallowed.
“It’s over,” she said, a small wedge of pain flaring in her chest. “I wanted more than she could give me. I still want more. It sucks.”  
“I’m sorry,” Cassidy turned around, touching the back of Kinsey’s hand. “She’s completely crazy, if that helps at all.”
Kinsey sighed.
“Well,” she said, “so’s Lane.”  
Her words  hung in the air for a beat, until a the knock on the door saved them. Ten minutes to show time. 
On stage that night, Cassidy seemed to sparkle a little bit brighter, as if thoroughly aware of all the eyes on her body, not all of them coming from the front of the stage.  
Later on the tour bus, Kinsey lay awake on the tiny cramped bunk bed. The shudder and sway of the bus on the highway kept her staring at the ceiling, while Cassidy slept on, just above her. What if… Kinsey let herself imagine it, just once. Her and Cassidy, giving in to the energy between them: kissing her, taking her to bed, their creative energy now fueled by sex as well as friendship. The two of them, a band but so much more. It felt dangerous to contemplate, but sometimes, like tonight, almost inevitable, that maybe one of these nights they might end up crossing a line that Kinsey wasn’t sure they should.    
When Kinsey finally fell asleep, she dreamed of Rosalie. When she awoke she couldn’t quite grasp the edges of it, just a hazy memory of those eyes on her face, those lips on her skin, her voice soft in her ear, saying something she badly wanted to hear, but she wasn’t sure what.
The dream carried her through her day, an added wistfulness as she daydreamed out the window, remembering what was and thinking of what could have been. The Cassidy daydream was one thing, fueled by unresolved sexual tension and non-stop proximity. The Rosalie daydream however, felt naggingly real. She could still taste the idea of it: Rosalie beautiful and sleepy-eyed in the morning, clutching a coffee in Kinsey’s bedsheets; Rosalie there as she got off the tour bus, impatient to take her back home to her bed; Rosalie as Kinsey surprised her at work, so cute and uncomfortable in case anyone saw her as she stole a quick kiss. It was still hard to realize none of it was ever going to happen.  
And meanwhile, Cassidy was right there.  
That afternoon they unlocked the door of their motel room to find there was only one bed. 
“Oh,” said Cassidy, hesitating and Kinsey fought the urge to clap her hand over her own eyes and groan. She pretended not to notice, pushing past Cassidy to fling her bag down as always, unpacking just enough to get her through that night.
On stage that evening, Kinsey found herself thinking about it far more than she should. One bed. She smashed her drums harder. Both of them recently unattached and a little bit miserable about it. Kinsey imagined how good it would feel, in the moment, to melt into another warm body. And oh god, what a body… she watched Cassidy shining under the spotlight, her pretty voice belting out lyrics Kinsey had written, her back arching, the crowd loving her. Oh shit.  
During the cab ride back they were quiet, conversation dying as they gazed out opposite windows at the passing street. Kinsey thought of Lane, their face radiating pain as they asked her not to fuck their girlfriend as soon as she had the chance. She thought of Rosalie, the kiss that felt like a goodbye and the conflict in her eyes. She thought of the phone number she still kept, not saved in her phone but scrunched down in the front pocket of her suitcase, Savannah’s emphatic underlining like she was telling her not to give up.  
Sliding into bed, Cassidy forwent her usual long baggy t-shirt, in favor of a small white tank top that hid absolutely nothing and a pair of panties. Kinsey listened to her friend breathe as she switched off the light, plunging them both into darkness. Her heart pounded in her ears and her mouth went dry. She swallowed.    
“Goodnight, Cassie,” she said, her voice firm as she turned her back, and clutching her pillow hard in her arms, she - eventually - went to sleep.



Chapter Twenty-Two
“You seem different,” Shelby said, two weeks after Rosalie’s return from Vermont. In her absence, Shelby thrived in her heightened role, improving at least three different systems that Rosalie had been meaning to get to for years. The center had never worked better, humming right along like a well oiled, near-perfected machine. 
“How so?” Rosalie asked. Had her time away been peaceful? Not exactly. But she couldn’t quite say it hadn’t been reviving all the same. A split-second image of Kinsey, naked above her, flashed into her mind. Reviving was certainly one way of putting it.
“Like that.” Shelby waved her hand at Rosalie’s face. “You’ve got something going on in there. All daydreamy, happy, and sad all in one. Are you in love?”
“What?” Rosalie panicked. “Absolutely not.”
Shelby looked at her face, amusement sparking in her eyes. She cocked her head. “But there is someone.” 
“Actually,” Rosalie corrected her, “there’s not.”
And that unfortunately, was quite true. Kinsey would have left without so much as a goodbye that last cold morning in Vermont. If Rosalie hadn’t happened to walk down those stairs at precisely that moment Kinsey would have disappeared forever before Rosalie had even a chance to… stutter and kiss her goodbye. She sighed. She’d not known what exactly to do with that once last chance she’d been granted and now here they all were.  
Shelby raised skeptical eyebrows. “Uh huh.”
Without Kinsey, Rosalie’s last week in Vermont had dragged. Savannah tried to be gentle with her, but Rosalie could feel her friend’s exasperation below the surface. 
Lane was doing even worse than Rosalie. Ever the professional they went through the motions every day, playing with Tucker, snuggling Emmeline and taking the kids long walks to give Savannah her time. Away from the children though, Lane was a shell of themselves, hiding away in their own suite and avoiding everyone as much as possible.  
Around Lane, Rosalie walked a fine line. The part of her that had once taken professional responsibility for Lane wanted terribly to boss them into a chair and prod them to unburden their aching fear and worries on her like they had begrudgingly as a teen. She wanted to fix them, to find a way to get the light back into their eyes.
But Lane wasn’t her client anymore and outside of simple professional supervision once or twice a year, counseling Lane was no longer her role. There was a boundary now that Lane was her best friend’s much loved employee, de facto family member, and Rosalie’s star volunteer. She loved Lane, but she knew that getting to be in their life at all meant sticking to those boundaries.  
The tiniest flicker inside Rosalie also thought about handing over even those occasional counseling duties to Shelby just in case, in future she and Kinsey… Rosalie shook herself. There was no just in case. There’d never be one of those awkward double dates between Rosalie, Kinsey, Cassidy, and Lane that she’d freaked out over in her imagination. Cassidy had fled and Kinsey with her.  
So instead, Rosalie hugged Lane the first day they came downstairs, which they tolerated. Barely. Lane was so clearly withdrawing back into themselves, into that place where they didn’t think they deserved anyone’s care or love, and it broke Rosalie’s heart. She sought out Brynn.
“I can’t tell you anything,” Rosalie said, wringing her hands and thinking about all Lane had suffered. “But just… please make sure Lane knows how loved and wanted they are? Whether they’re with Cassidy or not? And keep checking in with them, like a lot?”
Brynn gave her arm a warm squeeze. “I’m on it,” she said. “Don’t worry, mama bear.”
Rosalie smiled. She never regretted not having babies of her own; instead she’d had dozens of teenagers. They were her favorites anyway.
Back in Nashville Rosalie couldn’t help checking in. Brynn kept her updated. Savannah was practically suffocating Lane with home-baked cookies, Brynn wouldn’t let them spend all their downtime alone in their suite, dragging them out to play video games and very, very occasionally getting them to talk. Cassidy was fine, Savannah said, off with Kinsey on an extended national tour with Coral’s band.
So, there was that temptation gone. Rosalie had considered, once or twice, how in the world she would ever be able to get in touch with Kinsey, if she’d ever figured out what to say to her. Could she cautiously finagle information out of Cassidy that would allow her to casually bump into her, perhaps where she worked, or at one of their shows? 
Even that option was gone. Kinsey was off traveling around the entire country, and she’d been more than clear that Rosalie’s confused combination of clingy and noncommittal was wearing out its welcome. She’d been granted one more chance with Kinsey and she’d tripped over her own feet.
The weeks began to drag by and Rosalie threw herself into work, the way she always did. When she couldn’t hide at work any longer she returned home, Lemonade greeting her noisily and Rosalie put on a record to block out the remaining silence. Still, even as she finally slipped into her cold bed, no amount of music or reading or cooking or thinking seemed like it could quite fill the nothingness that found her there.
Savannah called every night. Rosalie knew she was being monitored and carefully loved exactly the same way Lane was, but she secretly didn’t mind it.
One night, she propped her phone up on the counter to see Savannah’s face as she cooked dinner, her best friend’s voice the only thing that seemed to fill up the emptiness.
“Are you ever going to talk to someone?” Savannah asked out of the blue as Rosalie poured a glass of wine for one.
“I’m sorry?” Rosalie took a sip and turned away to put the bottle back in the fridge. Savannah was silent until her face reappeared in the screen.
“About all of it,” she continued. “Rachel. Your parents. Your fucking mother. Your relationship issues.”
“I don’t have ‘relationship issues,’” Rosalie air quoted. “This is just what I want for my life. Peace and quiet with the occasional hot sex.”
Savannah cocked her head.
“And Kinsey didn’t make you want more?”
Rosalie’s hand tightened on the stem of her wine glass. “Oh stop.”
“She did though.”
“Fine!” Rosalie huffed. “Yeah, maybe. I don’t know. But we both know what ‘more’ ends up being. Too much, too crowded, too close. It would just be the same as every other time. Why even go there?”
“Sometimes,” Savannah said quietly, “I think it’s my fault.”
Rosalie stilled. “What?”
“I mean think about it. You’d just lost your sister. Then we got together for one night. Your first time. My first time. And then I left you too.”
“Savannah,” Rosalie said, waiting until her best friend met her gaze through the screens. Her best friend looked immensely sad. “That was more than twenty years ago.”
“I know,” Savannah said. “And since then, you’ve run away from everyone else you’ve ever had sex with. Before they can leave you first.”
“I…” Rosalie found herself lost for words, coherent thoughts coming slow. “That’s not true. Right after you I had my first ever girlfriend, before high school had even finished. There was no running.”
“Yeah, well I blame her too. She cheated on you.”
“Ugh,” Rosalie said. “I love you, but you don’t get to take credit for my lifelong dysfunction.”
“So you admit it,” Savannah pounced.  
Rosalie sighed.
“It was a joke,” she said. “God, you’re very sweet but you weren’t that mind-blowing in bed as a seventeen-year-old.”
“Yes I was.” Savannah raised her eyebrows. 
Rosalie rolled her eyes. “Shut up and let me drink my wine,” she found herself smiling.

Eventually though, Savannah got sucked back into her busy life. She had a wife, after all and two small children to care for. That was without considering her heartbroken nanny, the little sister out wandering the world, a multi-million dollar business empire to run and Brynn’s tour planning now starting to reach its zenith. Rosalie just had work, and Lemonade, so she tried not to mind it too much when her phone went silent. It’s not like she was lonely.
She had other friends. She pushed herself out the door to catch up with Travis for a beer and Georgia for a coffee. She did not start pottery or learning French, but she did keep rock-climbing, enjoying the way her arms started to get toned and strong. Mid-life crisis be damned.
 
Hey 
Rosalie frowned at her phone, turning off her television. She sat in semi-darkness, the quiet seeping in. An odd feeling welled up inside her as contemplated the unknown number interrupting her silent night. 
 

Who is this? 

Her phone buzzed again. A photo. Squinting, expecting an unsolicited dick pic from a stranger, she tried to look at it and not look at the same time. Then she grabbed her phone up close and stared at it properly.
A lock of dark shining hair spilled over a golden brown shoulder, the very edge of a woman’s face just out of frame. She was, teasingly, barely in the shot, but Rosalie would know her anywhere. 
She gasped and found herself on the edge of irrational tears all of a sudden. She was utterly lost for words but pressed the photo until the heart button came up to love it. Wiping her eyes, she stared at the screen.  
She watched, with her real, actual heart in her throat as three little dots appeared.
 
Where’s my pic? Maybe I got a digit wrong, I could be talking to anyone. 
Rosalie grabbed her phone and took a photo at the exact same angle Kinsey had. There was a glimpse of auburn hair, but it was mostly a photo of a fuzzy pink robe. She couldn’t help her grin as she sent it.
 
Rosalie, oh my god, I didn’t ask for nudes   
Rosalie laughed out loud and immediately sent a photo of what would have been her breasts, if not for the extreme coverage of pink fleecy robe.
 
Is it wrong that I still have a pavlovian response to that robe?  
 

How did you get my number? 

 
Your best friend gave it to me the morning I left 
Rosalie gasped. That conniving, interfering, infuriating… perfect human.  
 
Don’t murder her 
 
It did take me six weeks to decide to use it after all 
 

Where are you?   

 
Seattle. It’s raining. No serial killers yet though 
Rosalie had had enough. She picked up her phone and called her. Kinsey picked up on the first ring.
“Oh,” Kinsey said by way of greeting, “this might be the first time I’ve actually been aware of our age gap. You can’t just go around calling people, Rosalie.”
Rosalie laughed. “I wanted to hear your voice,” she admitted.  
Kinsey went quiet.
“And how is it?” she asked. “As good as you remember?”
“Better.”
They were silent for a moment. Rosalie felt seventeen years old again, unable to hide her giddiness. 
“I don’t know what to say now,” Kinsey said. “I was just going to send you random witty texts from the road and the occasional photo of my tits.”
“Please don’t let me stop you.” 
“I mean, you kind of ruined it by calling me, so I can’t promise anything.”
“I’ll hang up right now,” Rosalie promised.  
Kinsey laughed. “No,” she said softly. “Don’t.”
They listened to each other breathe.
“How’s the road?” Rosalie asked, tipping her head back and staring up at the ceiling, trying to remember how to talk to a cute girl you liked.
“Hectic,” said Kinsey. “Amazing. I love it. Every night is somewhere different. And I get to watch one of my idols… I swear I get better just by using the same kit as her, like she’s magic. Wait,” she said, “I guess you must know Coral too.”
Rosalie smiled. “Well, yeah,” she said. “We lived together for two years while I was finishing college.” She paused. “Anything she tells you about me is a lie.”
Kinsey laughed again and Rosalie’s chest went warm at the sound.
“Mm,” Kinsey said. “Now I’m dying to ask her what you were like back then. What you got up to. What kind of girls you fucked.”
Rosalie’s face heated, her voice dropping at Kinsey’s investment in that question. “No one as pretty as you.”
She could almost hear Kinsey smiling.
“I literally did not give you permission to flirt with me right now,” she said.
“Okay,” said Rosalie. “Just pictures of tits then.”
“That’s right,” she said. “Oh, my roommate’s home. Goodnight.”  
The phone went silent. Rosalie fell back on the couch and smiled and smiled and smiled.   

“You alright there, boss?” 
Rosalie startled at Shelby’s voice, nearly dropping her phone. She sat in the center’s boardroom, only half listening to the contractors outlining their proposal for the back building renovations. She really should be listening, but her phone buzzed, a photo flashing across the screen. Her cheeks burned and she quickly flipped the phone upside down. 
“Yes,” Rosalie said, coughing under Shelby’s narrowed eyed gaze. “Just a tickle.” 
She grabbed a bottle of water off the table and took a long swallow while trying desperately to remember what in the world they were talking about. Once the contractors were gone, Shelby swiveled on her chair, smirking at her.
“You need to get that?” She nodded down at Rosalie’s phone, even though it wasn’t ringing. Rosalie gave her a hard look.
“No, it’s fine.”  
She managed a whole two minutes longer before she escaped locking herself in the bathroom. Kinsey had sent her a picture from a hotel bed bathed in the morning light, her golden torso bare atop rumpled, slept-in sheets, a sheer black bralette below her beautiful collarbones. Rosalie zoomed in and bit her lip hard.  
 

Jesus Kinsey, I was in a meeting 

 
Oh good! I was aiming for the middle of your work day.  
 
Please tell me you went red 
 

You know I did. You’re a bad person 

 
Not as bad as you since you’re going send me one back while you’re supposed to be working, Ms. Centre Director 
Rosalie hesitated. She was absolutely not… not going to do this. She quickly unbuttoned her work shirt all the way down below her bra to display some serious cleavage and a hint of lace. She snapped a photo, capturing all the way up to her lower lip, parted in concentration. Eyes squeezed shut, Rosalie sent it before she could second guess herself.
She’d barely put her shirt back together before her phone buzzed.
 
I swear to god you have the hottest tits in North America. 
Rosalie smiled.

 

Tell that to all your groupies 

It took a solid minute to remember that she was about to turn thirty-eight and had an entire youth center to run so she could not spend her whole day locked in a bathroom, looking at a photo of Kinsey in bed.
That night as Rosalie stepped out of the shower, her phone buzzed. Without bothering with a towel, Rosalie lunged for her phone. Another photo. It was taken from behind the drum kit at the rear of the stage, Cassidy at the mic and the house lights illuminating thousands of faces watching beyond. 
 
What groupies? 
Rosalie’s fingers hovered above the keyboard, unsure what to say though several things came to mind. I’d fight them all just to kiss you again. I think I’m already your groupie. When are you coming home? She didn’t send any of them.
Just before she fell asleep her phone buzzed with a call. Her lips moved into a smirk as she picked up.
“Oh,” she said, “finished with all those groupies already? I’d have expected better than that from you.”
“Did I wake you?” Kinsey asked. Rosalie could hear the sounds of distant traffic beneath her voice.
“No.”
“But you’re in bed, aren’t you?”
“How can you tell?”
“You sound like you’re in bed.”
“I am,” she admitted. “I am most definitely not out in some hot music venue, playing to crowds, getting hit on by hordes of easily impressed women.”
She could hear Kinsey’s smile as she spoke.
“Literally all I’m hearing is that you’re in bed.”
“Mmhmm.”  
“In fact, I’m pretty sure what I’m hearing is that you’re in bed, alone and naked.”
“I…” Rosalie stopped herself. She was, in fact, wearing full length winter pajamas. Kinsey laughed quietly.
“Shut up and tell me you’re naked in bed right now so I can get through this long cold night on a tour bus without a single groupie to comfort me.”
“I’m naked,” Rosalie said softly. “And warm, and soft, and all alone.”
“And,” Kinsey added, her voice low, “wet for me.”
Rosalie swallowed.
“And,” she whispered, “so wet for you.”
“Goodnight, Rosalie,” Kinsey said, her voice soft, and the phone went dead.
It was a long time until Rosalie could sleep.



Before
“Argh!” Rosalie shrieked. Down the grocery aisle, three people jumped, turning to stare. She glared at the disapproving shopper closest to her until the older woman dropped her gaze and avoided eye contact with the unstable redhead in aisle four. Rosalie snatched up the latest copy of People magazine that had just caught her eye, the headline proclaiming Cole Corbin Causes Country Catfight!” 
The jaunty title font stood in bold above a blurry picture of Cole mid hook-up with some young singer Rosalie vaguely recognized Rosalie was too uncool to have ever heard of. The magazine pages crumpled in her tense hands. 
She dropped her basket where she stood and drove directly to Savannah’s house. She wasn’t the only one. A dozen photographers blocked the gate, long-lens cameras wedged between the bars, desperate for a teary shot of Savannah Grace they’d never get. When Rosalie finally managed to fight her way inside with the help of Savannah’s security, there were no tears. Savannah sat perfectly calm and aloof in her overstuffed living room couch, not a hair out of place. Cole was nowhere to be seen.
“Oh come on,” Savannah waved a dismissive hand, something that aimed for amusement wavering in her eyes. “You can’t believe a word those people print, you know that.”
“Honey,” Rosalie said, “there’s pictures.”
Savannah scoffed.
“It’s a weird angle,” she said. “She approached him, she flirted with him.” Savannah’s throat bobbed as she inhaled sharply. “Cole was just being polite. That’s all.”  
“His hands are on her-”
“I trust my husband, Rosalie,” she snapped. “We talked about it. I don’t need to explain it or justify it to you.”
Rosalie’s breath caught.  
“Well, okay then,” she said, feeling winded. She nodded for a moment. She met Savannah’s eyes, unable to hide the hurt and worry in her own. Savannah didn’t flinch. So Rosalie got to her feet. She’d made it halfway across the living room by the time she heard a small voice behind her say two words that felt like a sucker punch to the gut. She turned around. “I’m sorry, what?”she asked, her eyes locked on Savannah’s face.
“I’m pregnant,” she repeated, her eyes full of tears. “We’re having a baby, Cole and I.”
Finally, Rosalie got it.  She walked back and sat down next to Savannah and took her hand.
“Okay,” she whispered. “I guess we’re doing this then.”
Four months later Rosalie didn’t shriek in the grocery store as the baby bump pictures made the headlines. Savannah looked glowing and curvaceous in a Givenchy gown at a film premiere featuring her voice on the soundtrack, her handsome husband cupping her belly proudly. A month after that, Cheatin’ Corbin’s Cocaine Courtship hit the stands, Cole packed off to rehab and Savannah swearing blue that he was changing this time, that the blurry photos were misinterpreted, that it was the drugs, he was high, the kiss was not a kiss, the affair certainly not an affair.  
Rosalie despaired.  
“This baby,” Savannah’s eyes blazed with fury when Rosalie pushed her too far, “is going to have a father.”
“Sweetheart,” Rosalie said, her heart cracking, “they will. Whether you stay together or-”
“Of course we’re staying together! Oh my god, Rosalie, will you ever just stop? Stay out of my fucking business!”
When she got home, things were even worse.  
“She’s right,” Erica said, her dark eyes flashing. “It’s up to her if she wants to forgive and forget. You care way too much about Savannah Grace’s choices and nowhere near enough about what’s happening in your own life.”
Almost two years together came crashing down overnight as Rosalie defended her friendship, her boundaries, her work life, her general availability as a partner and her lack of what Erica described as ‘deep down commitment.’
“Do you know what your problem is?” Erica cried as she pulled clothes off hangers and threw them in a suitcase. “You use Savannah as a shield. She’s allowed to need you, but no one else is. She’s your perfect girlfriend because you’re not actually together! You get to have emotional intimacy with zero commitment.”
“That’s called friendship!” Rosalie threw up her hands.
“That’s called an excuse.” Erica crashed the suitcase closed, hauling it out the door.
The next time she heard from Savannah it was two months later.
“Please,” she sobbed, “please can you come-”
Rosalie burst into the hospital room to find Savannah silently weeping through her contractions, Cole banned from the birthing suite because he was too damn high and throwing punches. Savannah refused all pain relief as if she believed that if she took every bit of punishment she could, sacrificed all she could, made herself bear the unbearable then maybe somehow, someone up there would notice and decide she should be spared what was coming for her. Twenty-seven hours later - Rosalie nauseated with exhaustion, rage, and fear - Tucker Grace Corbin arrived tiny, crumpled, purple, wondrous.
Savannah held him, her own blood on her hands, her tears on his skin, her eyes locked on his face.  
“Your mama,” Rosalie whispered to him from over Savannah’s shoulder, “your mama is a fucking gladiator.”
Clutching her child tight to her sweaty chest, Savannah lifted her gaze to Rosalie. 
“I’m going to divorce him,” she said. And then she wept.
It took another three months, Savannah lost in a haze of sleep deprivation and the shock of new motherhood, Cole back out of rehab, another damn photo in the press, this one perfectly unmistakable - a kiss on the mouth, a hand on a breast - but finally, Savannah kicked him out.  
It was only then, Rosalie and Savannah bunkered down while the press frenzied outside, that the rest of it came tumbling out. The lies, the gaslighting, the emotional abuse, the jealousy, obsessive control. Savannah was incandescent with fury and Rosalie lived for it. Gone were the denials, the pretty smile plastering over the cracks. Instead, a white hot rage burned as Savannah reclaimed herself amongst all that she’d lost.
And in the midst of it all was Tucker. Savannah was exhausted. She was wrung out. She was sore. She was breaking into a million little pieces. But now she was a goddamned mother. Rosalie watched her glow with ferocious love and a frayed kind of strength. She’d stayed with Cole so her child could have a father, but she’d left him so Tucker could have a whole mother. Everything superfluous fell away– the celebrity friendships, the perfume campaigns, the awards shows, the perfect outfit for the paparazzi on her way to the store– it all fell into ashes. And out of it rose Savannah Grace, as the strong protective mother she’d never had herself.
“You knew the whole time,” Savannah said one dark night. “Even though I tried to hide it.”  
Rosalie nodded.  
“You can lie to yourself,” she said softly, “but you can’t lie to your best friend. That bitch is paying attention.” 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Ping!
Rosalie’s hand jerked out to grab her phone the second the sound registered, her mouth already twitching with a smile in anticipation. It was a pavlovian response she had now to the chime of a message coming through. Kinsey, on the road. 
Most of her texts were just photos, sent without comment. Kinsey’s beautiful long fingers (ostensibly a shot of her new black shiny manicure); a selfie of her and Coral pulling sexy duckfaces ; a picture of a giant roadside potato statue as they passed through Idaho. 
Then, after nightfall, whenever they both were alone, Kinsey would call and they would talk. Sometimes just for a stolen minute, but sometimes for half an hour, then an hour, then a couple of hours, long into the night, Rosalie pale and tired the next morning like a teenager who couldn’t get off the phone.  
They talked about almost everything. The meals they’d eaten; the kids at the center; the racist micro-aggressions Kinsey experienced from state to state; Cassidy’s propensity for falling dead asleep in weird places; Kinsey’s mom’s true crime obsession; Rosalie’s parents now running their local PFLAG group as they tried desperately to atone; the time Kinsey broke her wrist as a seven-year-old, trying to kick start her cousin’s motorbike.  
What they didn’t talk about was what they were doing. This wasn’t sex. It also wasn’t dating. Kinsey had made it clear she didn’t want a halfway relationship and yet, still she called. And Rosalie? Rosalie lived for the moments in her day she heard from Kinsey, for the sound of her voice and a glimpse into her life.
Kinsey on her end seemed to live to tease her. Her suggestive photos were rare but extremely effective, her subtle but intoxicating dirty talk leaving Rosalie constantly strung along, wanting more but never quite getting it.
Which was why she was almost shocked when one night, lying in bed talking as the night turned to early morning, her voice starting to crack from overuse, when Kinsey spoke up out of nowhere.
“I want to hear you come right now.”
Rosalie’s breath caught.  
“Right now?” she asked, in an almost squeak.
“Yeah,” Kinsey said. “Take your pants off.”
“That’s… a blunt way to try to seduce someone,” Rosalie said, though she did what she was told.
“I’m not trying to seduce you,” Kinsey denied. “Your pants are just in the way of what I want right now, which is you, touching yourself, while I listen to you.”
“Um,” Rosalie managed.  
“Quit stalling,” Kinsey said. “I want to hear your breath get short.”
Rosalie did what she was told.  
“Mm-” she gasped after a minute.
“Yeah?” Kinsey said softly.  
“Aren’t you going to help?” Rosalie whispered. “Talk dirty to me?”
“No,” Kinsey said. “We’re not doing that. All I want is to listen to you. You don’t have to perform or anything, I just want to hear what you sound like when you’re alone with your fingers.”
Rosalie’s breath caught. Phone sex was one thing; what Kinsey wanted was far more intimate.  
Gripping the phone against her ear with one hand, she did what she was told. She thought of Kinsey - what they’d done, what she wished they could do again, the sound of her quiet breathing in her ear, listening avidly to Rosalie touch herself - that was enough. She didn’t try to be loud about it, but when stars sparked behind her eyes and she came with a ragged gasp, she heard Kinsey breathe in sharply.
“God,” Kinsey said softly a minute later. “I’ve never wanted to kiss someone so badly in all my life.”
Rosalie heard herself whimper.  “I miss you,” was what came out of her mouth next. She swallowed. She heard Kinsey breathe in again.
“Yeah. I know you do,” she said. “Goodnight Rosalie.”
The phone went dead.    
The next day things were back to normal: a picture of the Las Vegas skyline, a cat meme, a thirty second phone call where Kinsey held up her phone for her to hear the roar of the crowd just before they went on stage. A week went by, LA and a picture of a ridiculously huge burrito, Cassidy laughing and protesting the camera with sauce all over her face, Arizona, with Kinsey pretending to make out with a giant cactus. There were no more sexy photos, no mentions of sex at all, no expressions of quiet longing, or soft breaths down the line.
Rosalie would have wondered if she’d scared Kinsey off entirely, if it weren’t for the fact that, confusingly, she didn’t cut the contact. She was still there, letting Rosalie know she was on her mind, but quite clearly holding her at arm’s length. Rosalie, for her part, longed and longed and longed. She didn’t say it out loud anymore though.   
Then, one Friday evening, a little earlier than usual, out of the blue, Rosalie’s phone rang.
“Guess who got a record deal?” Kinsey asked, the second Rosalie answered. 
Her voice was bright but surprisingly calm.    
“Of course you did.” Rosalie’s smile was out of control. “Congratulations!”
“It’s big,” Kinsey said. “Universal. Four album deal.” 
“Well. You always were going to be a star.”
“You mean Cassidy was.”
“No, I mean you.”
“It’s almost,” Kinsey said, a smile in her tone, “a bit like you like me.”
“It is, isn't it?” Rosalie agreed, her own smile growing. “Are you out celebrating?”
“Yeah,” said Kinsey. “I figured I’d give you a quick call before I get lost under a pile of groupies.”
Rosalie rolled her eyes. Based on the distance this last week she wasn’t entirely sure if that was a joke or not and was just about to snap back a response when she heard a knock. She frowned, slightly freaked out. No one ever knocked on her door after dark.    
“Hang on a sec,” she said, tiptoeing toward the front door.
“Do you need to go?”
“No.” She flicked on her porch light and peeked through the peephole of her door. 
Her heart stuttered almost to a stop. She pulled open the door, her mouth falling open. Kinsey stood there, her phone still clutched in her hand, beautiful, real, right there on her doorstep after all these months, a bottle of champagne dangling from her fingers. She smiled, but her eyes looked intensely vulnerable.
Rosalie stared at her, her phone slipping out of her fingers and clattering to the floor.  
“You asshole,” she breathed, gesturing down at herself. Kinsey looked incredible, in skin-tight jeans, a small silky black camisole and a black leather jacket. Rosalie had her hair up in a messy bun and was wearing full-length, stripy flannel pajamas.     
Kinsey looked back at her perfectly seriously as Rosalie stepped back in shock to let her in.
“I’m not sure,” Kinsey said quietly, “if I’ve ever seen anyone more beautiful than you.”
Rosalie tugged her in by her hips, unable to believe she was really there. Kinsey just watched her, eyes on hers, letting her pull her close. Her eyelashes fluttered closed just as Rosalie kissed her.   
“You jerk,” Rosalie whispered hotly against her lips and kissed her again. “How dare you do this to me?” 
Kinsey smiled against her mouth, kissing her back and Rosalie was lost. 
“I like you when you’re vulnerable.” Kinsey slipped her hands under her pajama top, running her fingers over Rosalie’s hip bones. It felt like a bolt of heat straight to her center, Kinsey’s hands on her bare skin. Her touch still turned her to liquid. Kinsey pulled back far too soon. 
“Do you think you could change your big Friday night plans, to celebrate with me instead?” she asked teasingly, raising the bottle of champagne.  
Rosalie smiled so wide her cheeks hurt. She took Kinsey’s hand and towed her into the kitchen, where she pulled down two champagne glasses. Kinsey popped the cork, filling the glasses until the bubbles ran down the sides.  
“Is this really how you wanted to celebrate tonight?” Rosalie asked her. “Here in my kitchen with a woman wearing flannel pajamas?”
Kinsey considered her. When Rosalie reached for one of the glasses, she stopped her hand.  
“If you’re so embarrassed by them you could just take them off?” she suggested, holding her champagne glass to ransom. Rosalie glared at her and she just raised her eyebrows. “Doesn’t celebrating a record deal with a bottle of champagne and a naked woman sound exactly right for me in this moment?”   
She sounded so serious that Rosalie found herself laughing. She pulled her hair tie out so her hair fell around her shoulders. Kinsey licked her lips,watching with avid interest. Rosalie sucked in a breath, pulled her pajama top over her head and kicked away her pants. Their eyes met. Kinsey handed over her glass and they clinked them together. They each took a quick, token sip before Kinsey pressed her all the way against the counter and kissed her, hungrily. Then, pulling back and looking her in the eye she very deliberately poured half her champagne over Rosalie’s breasts.
“Kinsey!” she cried in shock, the cold champagne streaming over her bare skin. Kinsey smirked, entirely unrepentant, and followed the champagne with her mouth.
“Yeah,” she said, kissing her way down Rosalie’s body, “this is exactly how I want to celebrate.” 
She pushed Rosalie back up onto the counter and slipped between her legs. She trickled the last of her glass down Rosalie’s thighs making her squeak and shudder. Her hot mouth kissed her way up Rosalie’s champagne-splattered skin to take a soft luxurious lick between her thighs, clearly reveling in Rosalie’s startled moan of approval. 
“I think,” Kinsey said, pulling back up to steal Rosalie’s glass from her and taking a deep sip, “that this is exactly what I deserve tonight.”  
She handed her her glass back and knelt, pressing all the way in to slip her tongue slowly against Rosalie. Her every movement was unhurried, working her up leisurely, never changing her pace even as Rosalie began to lose it, bucking her hips against Kinsey’s mouth. Still, Kinsey licked lazily, eating her slowly and softly as if she had all night. Arms shaking, Rosalie barely managed to hold herself upright. She came, hard, shuddering and crying out in desperate release. Kinsey pulled back, wiping her mouth, deep satisfaction in her eyes.
“God,” she said. “You’re so much better than champagne.”
Rosalie was still shivering with aftershocks, or perhaps just from being splattered by cold champagne when she was nude on top of a cool kitchen bench, or perhaps just with deep desperate want, she wasn’t sure. She slipped off the counter, turning to walk to the bedroom, but paused to smirk over her shoulder. 
“You’d better top up your glass.”
Kinsey followed her in, putting her glass down on Rosalie’s bedside table. She’d already shed her jacket and her shoes and Rosalie wasted no time helping her remove her jeans.
“So this is your bedroom.” Kinsey surveyed the space, her dark eyes taking it all in. “I’ve spent a lot of time imagining you in this bed.”
“That’s funny,” Rosalie said, slipping her hands around her waist. “I’ve spent a lot of time imagining you in this bed too.”  
She pulled Kinsey down into the sheets with her, almost overwhelmed at the sensation of her soft skin, her heated body, her silky limbs, her scent.  
Kinsey writhed against her, their legs intertwining, pressing together with increasing desperation. Rosalie pulled the camisole off over her head, cupped Kinsey’s small breast in her hand. She traced her thumb over her nipples through her sheer black bra feeling them leap up hard at her touch. God, she’d craved this body.  
“Do you know,” Kinsey murmured, just below her left ear, “exactly how many women are easily impressed by a girl in a band?”  
Rosalie’s heart kicked and she nipped Kinsey through the lace making her gasp. Kinsey’s back arched, pressing her breasts against Rosalie who couldn’t help but undo the bra, trailing her fingers over bare skin.
“I presume you have a point to this, Kinsey,” she warned her, before unable to resist taking her nipple between her lips and sucking.
“I thought you should know,” Kinsey said, between short gasps for breath, “how many offers I got,” Rosalie nipped her again, making her buck, “and how many offers I turned down, because it turns out that all I want is you.”
Rosalie’s heart contracted. This wasn’t a booty call. This was so much more.
“Oh shit,” she said, her hand sliding down over Kinsey’s ass. “I slept with like eight different people while you were away.”
Kinsey grabbed Rosalie’s chin and forced her gaze to eye level.
“Do you want this pussy or not?” she asked sharply and Rosalie felt herself clench at the words. 
She tugged Kinsey’s panties down in response and pushed her onto her back, pinning her down with her body. She kissed her with all the heat building inside her until Kinsey was gasping into her mouth. Then, she slipped her fingers between Kinsey’s thighs to stroke her.
“Oh,” she murmured, “baby, you’re so wet.”
Kinsey moaned and Rosalie kissed her again, soothing and riling her up with her fingers. She knew what it did to Kinsey when she called her that. It was deliberate and yet helpless all at once, as tenderness and possessiveness grew within her. She wanted Kinsey off the damn market, groupies firmly off the table, her body for Rosalie’s hands only. 
For now, though, she satisfied herself by making very fucking sure Kinsey thought of no one but her. Rosalie pressed her fingers deep inside her until Kinsey moaned and thrashed helplessly against her, crying out as Rosalie fucked her. Her knees came up around Rosalie’s body, feet on the bed for more leverage, then her thighs shaking as she came, her back arching and her body clenching tight around her fingers.
Rosalie held her as Kinsey shuddered in her arms, then kissed her, still unable to believe she was really there, in her bed, achingly soft bare skin pressed against her own.  
“How did you know where I lived?” Rosalie asked as Kinsey came down, glistening and perfect on Rosalie’s sheets. Kinsey actually giggled, boneless, goofy and sweet, the way she always was after she’d come that hard.  
“Savannah flew in and took us out to dinner,” she explained, as Rosalie ran her fingers slowly up and down her arm. “She and Cassidy are still out celebrating, I think. I waited until Cassidy was in the bathroom and asked Savannah for your address.”
“Which she was so eager to give you,” Rosalie shook her head wryly.  
“I think she likes me more than you do.” Kinsey smirked. Rosalie kissed her hard.  
“She better fucking not,” she grumbled, nuzzling into Kinsey’s neck and tasting her skin. “She’s going to get a serious piece of my mind for not at least warning me to put on something slightly less embarrassing.”
“She’ll cope. What with the giant fruit basket I’m going to send her.”
Rosalie laughed. 
The sheets rustled and suddenly Kinsey pulled herself up to straddle her. Rosalie’s laughter died as she gazed up at her, gorgeous, naked, eyes full of sex.  
“God,” Rosalie breathed. “You’re so fucking beautiful.  I can’t believe you’re here.”
Kinsey’s eyelashes lowered, just for a moment. “You know, we leave again, on Monday. Another eight weeks on the road.”
“Really?” Rosalie’s stomach dropped. Kinsey studied her face and Rosalie wondered how clearly her expression was broadcasting her confusing emotions.
“Clear your weekend for me?” Kinsey asked. “I’m going to want to fuck you an impossible amount of times.”
“Okay,” Rosalie said weakly. “Yes please.”
“And,” Kinsey added, “I’m going to want to take you out to dinner.”
She said it like it was a test, like Rosalie was about to jump up and bolt out of her own bed at the idea. Rosalie cocked her head, considering.
“How much was your record advance?” she asked. Kinsey raised her eyebrows. Then she said a number so absurd, so eye-watering, that Rosalie’s jaw dropped. “Right,” she said. “Well. You fucking better take me out to dinner then, Kinsey Whatever-Your-Last-Name-Is.”
Kinsey laughed, but she looked incredibly victorious, like being overnight rich at twenty-six was nothing compared with Rosalie saying yes to a date with her.
“Oh, like I’m giving you that information,” she said. “Next minute you’ll be google stalking me or showing up without warning at my house.”  
“Don’t confuse me for one of your groupies.” Rosalie pulled her down and kissed her. 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Rosalie awoke to soft lips on her shoulder and smiled even before she opened her eyes. A warm body pressed against hers, the room cold, early morning light spilling in around the blinds. The kiss moved up the nape of her neck and she arched in pleasure, soon finding herself getting slowly, deliciously fucked, still spooned tight from behind in Kinsey’s arms.  
Afterward, Rosalie slipped down beneath the sheets, pressing in between Kinsey’s thighs, listening to the sound of her breath changing. As Kinsey’s moans became gasps, Rosalie threw the blankets off altogether to watch her body arch like a bow as Kinsey came against her mouth.   
“I finally got you to spend a whole night with me,” Rosalie said as she slipped back up, covering Kinsey’s body with her own. Kinsey gasped, trying to recover her breath.
“I have no idea what I was thinking.” Kinsey’s chest rose and fell rapidly, pulling the sheets back over them both. “Something, something, boundaries, blah.” She bit her lip, fingers trailing up Rosalie’s spine. “When all this time, I should have been thinking about morning sex with you.”
They tried to shower together, Rosalie grateful for her infinite hot water system, as Kinsey’s hot wet body pressed her into the shower tiles, firm fingers fucking her where she stood, until her legs went weak with pleasure.  
Finally, somewhat dressed, they made it out into the kitchen in search of caffeine and breakfast. Rosalie filled the coffee maker as Kinsey explored her living room, inspecting her books and her view. 
“Oh my god,” Kinsey gasped. “What is that?”
Lemonade had appeared in the doorway to glare at Kinsey. He’d made himself absent the night before, though out of clear irritation at the violation of his space rather than any kind of tact.  
“That’s Lemonade,” Rosalie said. He’d been a noisy background to their phone conversations more than once. Kinsey raised her brows.
“You told me you had a cat,” she said, “not a literal mountain lion.” 
Rosalie laughed. He gave Kinsey a filthy look and stalked over to wrap around his human’s ankles in a clear demonstration of ownership. Kinsey looked down in faint horror at the giant mess of Maine Coon, the half ginger mane, the weird blotches of tabby, the extra toes, the crooked tail and two different colored eyes.
“Why Lemonade?” She looked incredulous.
“When life gives you lemons.” Rosalie shrugged, and Kinsey snickered. She walked over for her coffee, bravely skirting the huge, annoyed feline to press Rosalie back into the counter and kiss her.    
“What would possibly possess you to take in such a creature?” 
“Well,” Rosalie said, “he needed me.”
Kinsey gazed at her, eyes warm, something sweet flickering in their depths.
“You’re an interesting contradiction, Rosalie Carlson.” Her mouth quirked as she leaned on the counter, sipping her coffee. “Sometimes you like to be needed, other times it terrifies you.”
“Do you always psychoanalyze your conquests first thing in the morning?” Rosalie sidestepped the observation with raised eyebrows.   
“No,” she said. “Just the really hot, frustrating ones.” 
She put her coffee back down and pulled Rosalie in to kiss her neck. Somewhere, somehow, in all of it, Rosalie’s jeans got unzipped and the conversation stuttered to a halt, both breakfast and her commitment issues forgotten as she melted under Kinsey’s fingers all over again.
They made pancakes half-naked, drank coffee tangled up in each other’s bodies on the couch, talked while making out and made out while talking. Kinsey went home in the afternoon to get dressed for dinner and something sharp flared in Rosalie’s chest, deeper than longing, scarier than desire or affection. Something she absolutely didn’t want to analyze. But even as she tried to go about her day, trying not to focus on the nagging fact that in less than twenty-four hours Kinsey would leave again for two whole months, the flare in her chest sharpened. 
Kinsey had booked the kind of place only someone with a new and obscene amount of money could wrangle last minute on a Saturday night, but Rosalie could hardly bring herself to care. A street pizza joint would’ve tasted the same. All that mattered was the woman sitting opposite her, and the heady look in her eyes.
“I don’t think anyone has ever made me wait five months before agreeing to go on a date with me,” Kinsey said as they ate dessert. 
“It’s probably good for you, I suspect.” Rosalie smiled as she licked cream off her spoon, Kinsey shooting her a glare. “Does it feel different to you now we’ve eaten food together that requires three different forks?”
“Does it feel different to you,” Kinsey asked, “now that you’ve been seen with me in public and the sky hasn’t fallen down? Should I tell the waiter I’m eleven years younger than you just in case they care?”
“Our waitress has been staring at you all night like you’re her literal wet dream, so I’d suggest not.” Rosalie raised one suggestive brow. “Unless you’re in the market for yet another groupie.”
“I’m really, really not,” Kinsey said, her voice low and serious. 
Rosalie’s chest went a little tight. It was what she wanted to hear, and yet hearing it was also kind of terrifying.  
“Are we done here?” she asked, quickly shifting the conversation to safer ground. “It’s not that I’m not appreciating the amazing food but all I can think about is having you naked again.” 
Kinsey let go of her spoon, something flickering in her eyes. Rosalie leaned over the table toward her, knowing even before Kinsey did, exactly where her gaze was going to land. When Kinsey managed to jerk her eyes back up, Rosalie let her lips part softly. “Please? I need you now.” 
Within seconds of Kinsey’s gesture, the waitress was there, ready with the bill.
They barely made it in the front door.
“God,” Kinsey gasped, sometime in the early hours of the morning, “I’ve never wanted someone the way I want you.”  
Their bodies were already tightly intertwined but Rosalie pulled her in closer, unable to get enough.
“Me either.” Rosalie’s voice was low and cracking, like a confession. She felt hazy, lost. “I’ve never wanted someone this way, either.”
“And what way’s that?” Kinsey’s eyes were dark as she tugged back in the dim light of the bedroom.  
Rosalie felt dizzy.
“All of them,” she whispered, her heart hammering in her ears. “All the ways.”
Kinsey melted into her and kissed her fiercely. Rosalie’s heart rate didn’t slow down, even as she kissed her back.

When she woke there were no arms around her. The bed was empty. Cold. For a moment she lay there, disoriented. Had she misunderstood when Kinsey was leaving? A small shard of ice entered her heart.
She got up, pulling on a t-shirt and underwear. Entering her living room she smelled coffee and saw Kinsey sitting up on the couch facing out over the yard, her phone in her hand, texting.
“Hey,” she said, trying not to frown. 
Kinsey turned, putting down her phone and smiling at her.
“Hey,” she said, as Rosalie came over. “You were dead asleep and I didn’t want to wake you.” 
Rosalie sat next to her, stealing a sip of her coffee. She didn’t want to wonder who Kinsey was out here texting; that would be stupid and insecure. She’d be out on the road shortly anyway, talking to whoever she wanted. Rosalie’s eyes flicked to the phone despite herself. Kinsey noticed.
“Cassidy,” she said. “Tour logistics.”
Rosalie tried not to flush. Kinsey pulled her in against her body and Rosalie let her head fall on her shoulder. She inhaled the scent of Kinsey’s body. She smelled sweet and citrusy. Rosalie let her lips find her neck, then Kinsey turned and kissed her.
“Now that you’re awake…” her mouth quirked. She stood up, took Rosalie’s hand and pulled her back to bed. 
For the next hour Rosalie thought of nothing but Kinsey’s mouth, her hands, her fingers, her body, her sighs, her kiss. But when they finally made it back to the kitchen to make breakfast Kinsey wandered away to tap a couple of messages on her phone again.
“Is Cassidy annoyed at you for skipping out on celebrating together?” Rosalie asked eventually.
Kinsey looked up.
“No, she’s far too busy giving me grief for what I’m up to instead.” She smiled. At Rosalie’s startled expression, she rolled her eyes. “She knows there’s someone, but she just doesn’t know it’s you.”
“Right.” Rosalie struggled hard to keep the stab of awkwardness show. Was that a trace of disappointment in Kinsey’s exhale? 
“We’ve been sharing a room the entire tour; it’s not like she wouldn’t know why I’m always on my phone,” Kinsey pointed out.
“Oh,” said Rosalie. “I didn’t realize you were sleeping in the same room every night.” 
She hadn’t known Kinsey had to sneak off to speak with her for hours in the middle of the night. She was just about to nag her about her safety when Kinsey turned noticeably pink. 
“Why are you blushing?” she asked, somewhere between amused and confused. Kinsey flushed even harder.
“I’m not.” Kinsey turned away immediately to top up her coffee. An alarm bell sounded somewhere deep in Rosalie’s brain. She thought of Cassidy, heartbroken and recently single. Looking very much like a young Savannah Grace and sharing a room with someone who looked like Kinsey. Sharing a bed?
“Kinsey,” she said, trying to keep her voice light. “You and Cassidy-”
“Oh my god. No!” Kinsey whirled around, her forehead slightly furrowed. “We’re just friends.”
“Okay,” Rosalie said. Her voice came out even but her fingers squeezed tight  around her cup. She and Savannah had only ever been friends after all. 
“Shit,” Kinsey said, her shoulders slumping as she put down her coffee. “I’m sorry. My ex was kind of jealous. I get a bit weird when I feel like someone is trying to monitor me.”
“I’m not monitoring you.” Rosalie’s jaw got tight. Kinsey was sneaking around texting, blushing, getting defensive, and yet Rosalie was the one in the wrong?  
“I know.” Kinsey tugged her in. “I’m sorry.” She leaned in for a kiss and Rosalie let her, but she had a weird sense that she was being…managed somehow. “Let’s just enjoy our last morning together,” Kinsey murmured, kissing her again, and Rosalie went cold.  
Last morning together? Had she misunderstood this? Was this just another fling between them, as far as Kinsey was concerned? Was taking her to dinner just a way to make a point? To win? She wanted to ask but suddenly, in the context of Kinsey being about to hit the road with her extremely beautiful and age-appropriate best friend, her voice stopped working. Her heart retreated in her chest, hiding behind her ribs. 
They ate together on the couch, their conversation suddenly, strangely surface-level as Rosalie battled not to let her thoughts spiral.  
“Your house is much fancier than I would have imagined for someone who’s spent their life working for a non-profit,” Kinsey said, a tease in her voice. 
“You’ve met Savannah,” Rosalie said. “Does she seem like someone who’d have a grasp on normal salaries?” Kinsey laughed. “I told her from the beginning she was being way over the top, but she’s pigheaded as well as generous.” 
“When did you buy this place?” Kinsey asked. 
Rosalie thought back. “Ten years ago.” 
“Hm,” Kinsey said, thoughtfully.
“What?”
“I just realized I can buy a house now too,” she smiled at Rosalie. She looked a little daydreamy. Something clenched in Rosalie’s abdomen. She hoped Kinsey wasn’t imagining the two of them picking out decor together. Rosalie was so, undeniably, into this woman, but she wasn’t good at domestic life. Kinsey appeared pretty independent but then again, lesbians never could seem to help themselves. Was that why she was asking about Rosalie’s income and real estate choices? Was she already fast forwarding to the two of them cohabiting? No. Calm down, Rosalie. God. 
“That’s exciting,” she said, trying to smile even as her heart raced like prey. “I love this place, I don’t think I’ll ever sell it.”
Kinsey cocked her head. “No,” she said. “It’s lovely. You should definitely keep hold of it.”
“I will,” Rosalie said quickly. 
Silence stretched between them.
Kinsey put her plate down on the coffee table and turned to face her.  “Are you having some kind of freak out?” 
“What? No.” Rosalie pushed her plate away too. She picked up her coffee, sipping like she was dying of thirst.    
“Oh my god, you are.” Kinsey’s eyebrows went sky high. “I’m not… asking you to move in with me. Is that what you’re thinking?”
“No!” Rosalie’s voice went high. “I’m just… I’m not the moving in type, is all. I should be up front about that.”
Kinsey shifted forward on the couch, a frown growing. “We’re not even officially dating and you’re worried about me trying to move in with you?”
A confused pang hit Rosalie. So they weren’t dating.  
“I’m clearly not if we’re not even dating,” she said, defensively.
“Well, no wonder, if you think dating means I’m going to u-haul you the second you say the word. Come on Rosalie, I’m a little more chill than that. Give me some credit here.”
“Do you want children?” The words fell out her mouth before she could stop them. Kinsey’s eyes went wide.
“Oh, wow,” she said, shifting on the couch, swiveling her whole body around to stare at her. “We’re really doing this? Okay. I mean, this might be literally the gayest conversation anyone has ever had - let’s decide if we’re having kids before we even actually date - but no, I don’t want kids. Is that essential knowledge before we do something drastic, like, say we’ll keep sleeping together in secret?”
Rosalie swallowed. Kinsey’s eyes had a fire to them she hadn’t seen before, her normally languid body rigid with tension. Rosalie wanted, with everything she had, to unwind this moment, to take them back to laughter and kisses in tangled sheets. The problem was, Rosalie was dead serious.
“It’s just tricky,” she said, “because you’re so young. It might sound stupid to you, but I worry about dating someone who still might change their mind about that kind of stuff.”
“And you might change your mind and decide you want to be a damn astronaut and make us move to Houston in three years’ time,” Kinsey bit back. “I’m not going to not date you over theoretical future situations that might not happen.” 
Rosalie huffed a frustrated breath. Kinsey scrunched her fingers through her hair, squinting at her in pure disbelief.
“Rosalie. I told my best friend when we were like, nineteen, that if I ever decided to start sleeping with men, I’d get my tubes tied just to be sure. I love kids, but I absolutely don’t want them. They’re not compatible with the life I want. I’ve always just wanted to tour.”
“And how do you see that working with a relationship?” Rosalie jumped in. All she could see now was Cassidy lying in bed next to Kinsey, those Savannah Grace eyes of hers, low-lashed, deciding to reach out and take what she wanted.  
“I can’t win, can I?” Kinsey cried. “I’m either crowding you by trying to theoretically move in with you, or I’m too unavailable because I’m on the road, or I’m too young because I might change my mind about things.” She took a shaky breath, her shoulders dropping. “Let’s just call this conversation what it is: you trying to find a reason not to be with me.”
“Kinsey.” Something in Rosalie cracked. “No. Please-”
“I feel so stupid.” Kinsey slowly got to her feet, her cheeks flaming. “I thought that something was growing here,” she gestured between the two of them, “but now I can see that it never will because you won’t let it.”
There were tears sparkling in her eyes. Rosalie sat frozen on the couch as Kinsey stalked around, grabbing her things, shoving her feet into her shoes, and shrugging on her jacket.
“Please, can we talk about this?” Rosalie’s voice sounded weak. This was happening too fast. She wasn’t even sure how it was happening or what to say to make it stop.  
“Oh, Rosalie,” Kinsey looked heartbroken. “Talking isn’t going to fix this problem. If I thought it would, I’d talk all night.” She sunk her teeth into her bottom lip to stop the quiver. “You know, I would have taken this as slow as you wanted,” she said. “But I already know we would have been fucking great together. It’s going to be one of the greatest disappointments of my life that you couldn’t see that.”
“Listen-” Rosalie rose from the couch. Her words faltered. She felt overwhelmed, unsure where to start.  
“No.” Kinsey held up her hand. “I need you to understand. This one is going to fucking hurt.” A tear spilled down her cheek. “I can’t keep seeing you. I can’t keep on talking to you. I need to get some self-control here. I’m going to have to just… block your number, and say goodbye properly.”
“Kinsey-” Rosalie took a step towards her. This couldn’t happen like this. She reached for her but Kinsey moved out of her grasp. She shook her head, firmly. Her eyes were miserable.  
“Goodbye, Rosalie.” Her voice was so quiet Rosalie almost missed it.  
Rosalie watched as Kinsey walked out the door and left her, this time for good.  

On Monday morning Rosalie called in sick from work. She hadn’t done that more than twice in thirteen years. Once when she’d tested positive for covid, once for a flu so bad she’d laid bedridden for a week. Both of those days felt like highlights compared with today.
At just after 10AM, a ferocious banging rattled her front door. Rosalie winced. This was not the day for some overzealous courier or annoyed neighbor to get some bee in their bonnet. She pulled the covers over her head and willed them away. A couple of minutes later she heard a key in the lock and pushed back the covers in alarm.  
“Rosalie Carlson, I swear to god!” Savannah’s voice echoed up the stairs, her heels clicking angrily down the hall toward her.
“What the hell, Savannah?” Rosalie sat bolt upright in bed as her best friend stormed into her bedroom. “Did you literally just raid my garden for the emergency key?”
“Oh, is this not an emergency?” Savannah shot her a solid glare before walking over and snapping open her blinds, making her blink uncomfortably as the brilliant sunlight spilled in. “I just said goodbye to Cassie, at the tour bus,” she said sharply, her blond hair haloed in the light, “along with her best friend. Who last I saw was on her way to your door to celebrate her record deal with the woman she’s clearly wild about, and yet this morning she looked like she’d been thoroughly chewed up and spat out.” 
Savannah plonked down on Rosalie’s bed, narrowly missing her legs. “What. Happened?”
“Savannah,” she sighed. “I don’t want to talk-”
“Oh, we’re talking about it,” Savannah said fiercely. “We are fucking talking about this and then we’re fixing it.”
Rosalie’s head spun. Savannah’s solid belief that this could be fixed seemed impressively delusional. And yet, a tiny flare of warmth arose in her chest. There was still one person in the world then, who didn’t share Rosalie’s belief that she was irrevocably fucked up.  
“Can I have a coffee first?” Her voice came out small.
An hour later, sitting side by side on the couch - Savannah in a four-thousand-dollar dress and Rosalie in flannel pajamas - they sighed in unison.
“Well,” said Savannah, shifting to face her, “it’s officially happening. I am going to force you into therapy at gunpoint if I have to.”
Rosalie shook her head, wearily.
“Okay.”
“Okay?” Savannah’s eyes went wide. “You’re not going to make me wrestle you for it? Or have my security literally pick you up and carry you there?”
“No,” Rosalie said quietly. “I want to.”  
Savannah gaped.       
“Two decades of me busting my ass and some twenty-six-year-old swans in, bats her eyelashes, and makes you want to go to therapy?”
Rosalie snorted a small laugh. Savannah looked genuinely offended.
“Yeah,” she said softly. “I guess so.”



Before
To say that the public aftermath of Savannah and Cole’s break up was brutal would be to drastically undersell it. Cole moved on in a blaze of literal sex, drugs and rock’n’roll while Savannah just tried to hold her head up above water. Rosalie fumed as she watched her friend get hounded by paparazzi on a level beyond anything she’d ever witnessed back when Savannah was riding high. The press alternately painted her as a grievously wounded saint or a controlling harridan who’d gotten what she deserved; there was nothing in between. Either way, they salivated over her pain.
Savannah retreated so far inside herself that even Rosalie couldn’t reach her. She stopped going out altogether since every trip to the store resulted in a magazine cover hyper-focused on the shape of her post-baby body or feigning sympathy for her as a hopelessly tragic figure. She stopped playing music or singing, or even writing. She didn’t want to talk about it.
One day, she was just gone.
“I’m in Vermont,” she said when Rosalie finally managed to get her on the phone.  
“You don’t know anyone in Vermont,” Rosalie said.
“I know,” she said. “That’s the whole point.”
Rosalie tried not to be hurt by that. In Vermont, Savannah said, no one cared about celebrities. She’d finally found somewhere she could hide.  
“Where are you staying?” Rosalie fretted, thinking of her best friend, facing down a nasty divorce battle, alone, while parenting a new baby all on her own.
“Oh, I bought a place,” said Savannah, with about as much enthusiasm as if she was mentioning a new pair of boots she’d picked up.
And that, was that.
Rosalie kept going. She didn’t know why she also felt like she was fighting to keep her head above water. No one was hounding her, her own latest break-up was months ago, work was stressful, but it was just work. She woke up each morning with a jolt of panic, her body already tense, ready to fight or flee and she wasn’t sure why. Her days seemed to go by like she was dragging herself through wet concrete. She fought off irrational irritation with her coworkers and people in coffee shops. At the end of the day she found herself listless, staring at the wall, fighting off a gnawing sense of dread and loss she couldn’t quite explain.
“You,” said Coral, arriving at her house one Saturday afternoon out of nowhere, “are depressed.”  
“What?” Rosalie scoffed from her place on the couch, still in her pajamas, her usually neat home strewn with dirty plates and clothes she didn’t quite have the energy to pick up. “I’m fine. I’m not sad, I’m just…” 
Coral raised her eyebrows as Rosalie couldn’t find a way to finish the sentence and her eyes suddenly filled with confused tears.
“Honey,” Coral said gently, “it happens to everybody eventually. Life on this planet is traumatic as hell if you have eyes and ears and a functioning heart.”
Rosalie wept.  
Coral gently ruffled her hair, then proceeded to stack her dishwasher, put on the washing machine and wipe down her bench tops.
“Stop,” said Rosalie weakly. “I can do all that.”
“I have a great therapist,” Coral volunteered, ignoring her and Rosalie flinched.
“It’s okay.” Rosalie stood, gathering her dirty plates even as her fingers trembled.  “I just need to like, exercise more, maybe? Get some sleep.”  
“I know it seems scary and a bit woo woo but it helps-”
“I’m good,” Rosalie scrunched her knees to her chest.  
Coral paused. It looked weirdly incongruous to see her excessively glamorous willowy friend with a damp tea towel in her hands. She watched Rosalie for a full minute and Rosalie tried not to squirm.
“Well,” Coral said eventually, “there’s always drugs.”
Rosalie crawled through her days for another two weeks before she finally saw a doctor. She came away with a prescription for lexapro and a recommendation for a counselor. One she took, the other she didn’t.
A couple more weeks went by where all she felt was an increasing sense of agitation. Sleep was impossible. Food tasted weird. She plastered on a professional smile and went about her days like the water was up to her chin.
And then, one day, as she arrived home - desperate to burst through the door of her little sanctuary to fall in a heap and hide - she found her mother on her front door step.
“Mom?” she asked, warily. She hadn’t seen her since last Christmas when she’d begrudgingly stopped by for family dinner with her parents after hosting community lunch for the kids at the center. 
“Rosalie.” Her mother stood up, her skin wan and eyes teary. “I have cancer.”
The bottom dropped out of Rosalie’s stomach. Her heart began to race. She hated her mom. She loved her mom. She had always thought that there would be more time.  
“Oh my god.” Rosalie’s voice cracked. “Mom.”  
She hugged her, something she hadn’t done voluntarily in decades. Her mom clung to her and wept.  
Rosalie led her mother inside, setting coffee down as they sat across each other at the dining room table.
“As soon as the doctor told me, my first thought was you,” her mother said. “I just had to tell you.”
“Of course,” said Rosalie, guilt and pain welling up within her. “What do you need?” 
Her mind was racing. Would she have to move home? How would she juggle all the appointments with her job? Leave, she’d have to take leave. Oh god, the kids. Okay, no, focus. Cancer. Her mom was dying.
“I just need you back in my life,” her mom said weakly. “I can’t stand that I’m a mom that doesn’t have her children anymore. It’s killing me.”
“I…” Rosalie blinked. She’d heard this spiel her whole adult life. It felt different now. Her mom was sick. “Of course,” she swallowed. “Of course I’ll be there.”
“We could go on a trip together,” her mom said hopefully. “Like a cruise?”
“I mean, how would that work?” Rosalie asked carefully. “Like with your treatment.”
“Oh,” said her mom, “it’ll be okay. There’s not much treatment.”
Rosalie swallowed, throat tight, her voice a rasping whisper. “What kind of cancer is it?”
“It’s melanoma,” her mom told her.  
Rosalie nodded. Her eyes felt glassy. “It spread?” She tried to understand.
“I mean, it could,” her mom said. “I have to live every moment as if it’s my last. We all do.”
“It… hasn’t spread?” 
“Well, I mean, not at the moment,” her mom gave her a hard look. “But you never know with cancer.”
“Wait,” said Rosalie, a whole new pit forming in her stomach. “What exactly did the doctor tell you?”
“Oh, you know doctors,” her mom scoffed. “They never tell you the whole story.”
“Mom. Are you telling me you had a mole removed? That’s it?”
“It had cancer in it, Rosalie. Cancer. I am fighting cancer. I need you-”
“It was just a mole? You don’t need more treatment?”
“You never know, sometimes-”
Rosalie jerked to her feet and spun away from the table. She called her dad, ignoring her mom as her voice got higher and more affronted.
“You don’t have cancer.” Rosalie spoke over her after she’d confirmed the facts. She braced herself on the table edge with one hand, pressing the other to her cramping stomach. “You’re absolutely fine.”  
“Rosalie!” her mother started to weep. “How can you stand there and be so cold? So callous towards me? I am in fear for my life-”
“Mom!” she cried. “You can’t manipulate me into being back in your life! You didn’t lose your children because we didn’t love you enough. You lost us because you listened to the church instead of us. You didn’t love us enough. You.”
It took another ten minutes to get her out of her house.  
She called Savannah, shaking.
“Is there room up there for two?” she asked, as soon as Savannah finally picked up on the fourth attempt.
“Rosalie,” she said, exasperated, “I’m fine. You don’t need to swoop in and rescue-”
“It’s not about you!” Rosalie burst into tears. “It’s for me.”
There was a silence down the line.
“Oh,” said Savannah.
Rosalie flew up for the long weekend. She rolled her eyes as the cab pulled up to an impressive set of gates in front of a sweeping driveway leading to what was practically a castle beside a sparkling lake and private forest. 
“I love this cute little shack in the woods you’ve found,” she said by way of greeting. Savannah hugged her awkwardly around the baby on her shoulder.
Savannah pulled back first, brushing a strand of red hair behind Rosalie’s ear. “Do you want your mom taken out?” she offered. “I have the resources.”
“Let’s save that for Cole.”
For the next four days they huddled up around the stately fireplace together and went for long walks in the fresh cool air by the lake. Rosalie cuddled Tucker - the best baby she’d ever met - and Savannah cracked her neck and stretched her shoulders as if it was the first time she’d let him go in weeks. They argued about who was more depressed.
“I mean, you’ve got that horrible court battle hanging over your head,” Rosalie pointed out. “I feel stressed for you. Do you have a good lawyer?”
Savannah gave her a flat look.
“I have eight of the best lawyers,” she said. “Cole thinks he’s dealing with an amateur. He’s not used to me standing up for myself but what he doesn’t get is that I’ve survived far worse things than him.”
“Does he… want Tucker?” Rosalie’s hands tightened involuntarily on the tiny warm body nestled against her. 
Savannah looked nauseated.
“He asked for a paternity test,” she said.  
“That motherf-” Rosalie paused, remembering the infant on her shoulder. “I think,” she said, her voice sweetly sing-song, “that we should have him murdered after all. I’ll bury his body myself.”
“He’s shown no interest at all in his son,” Savannah’s voice was tight. “Long may that last.”  
“Full custody?”
“I don’t care about anything else,” Savannah said fiercely. “He can have it all. I’ll go back to waitressing before I let him have my son.”
Rosalie glanced around her at the stunning mansion they were in. “Yeah…” she said. “I think you’ll be okay.”
“Ros,” Savannah addressed her, her gaze firm. “You need to talk to someone, you get that right?”
“Why does everyone keep saying that?”
“Because-”
“That was rhetorical,” Rosalie interjected, standing up to bounce Tucker a little on her shoulder, even though he seemed perfectly content snuffling into her neck. “I’m good. I just needed a little break, and for these stupid pharmaceuticals to kick in.”
Whether it was all the crisp fresh air, seeing her best friend again or her serotonin finally balancing itself out, something shifted that weekend. It was like springtime slowly awakening in her brain.  
Rosalie blocked her mom’s calls for six months, had one extremely average one night stand that reminded her that actually, she was over love forever now and Savannah won full custody and the vast majority of the couple’s accumulated wealth.
She still didn’t sing though.  



Chapter Twenty-Five
“Well,” said Cassidy from the seat next to Kinsey as the tour bus rattled down the highway. “Fuck her.”
“Yeah,” said Kinsey weakly. She didn’t quite have the appetite for that yet. She was pissed, yes, but mostly, she just wanted it all undone. She wanted Rosalie to have taken a deep breath, pushed past her bullshit and chosen her, finally. The fact that she hadn’t, that she was clearly never going to choose her made her feel so desperately sad. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the two of them had been meant for so much more.    
“No.” Cassidy shook her head emphatically. “Fuck her and fuck Lane. We deserve better.”
“Well, yeah,” Kinsey agreed, her voice a little more even. “We do.”  
“We’re going to be rich as fuck and famous as fuck and successful as fuck, and hot as fuck,” Cassidy fumed, glowering out the window. “And for the rest of their lives they’ll watch from afar and think I could have had that.”
“Oh,” said Kinsey, “wow, you really went there, huh?” 
Somehow she didn’t think that Savannah Grace’s best friend was going to be overly impressed by Kinsey’s incoming money or fame. She also politely didn’t mention that for all Cassidy’s bluster she was clearly on the verge of tears. Instead, she slung an arm around her friend. Cassidy nestled in close, her head on Kinsey’s shoulder. She smelled like peach shampoo.  
“Guess it’s just you and me against the world,” Cassidy said softly. 
Kinsey swallowed. “Guess so.”
They played Atlanta that night, Kinsey smashing the shit out of the drums and as Cassidy sang The Runner Kinsey bit the inside of her lip so hard she tasted blood. She left the motel room that night, pacing the lobby and the parking lot the way she had when she used to talk to Rosalie for hours. Despite the cool night air she felt caged, and on her twelfth lap of the lot she picked up a rock and hurled it at the fence with every ounce of her strength. It bounced off the metal bars with barely a ping, making her want to scream. When she made it back to the room, Cassidy was asleep. She pulled the pillow over her head and tried not to cry.
They played their way through Georgia, Alabama, and Florida. In Tampa, Kinsey got drunk after the show and hooked up with a pretty blonde named Stevie who’d watched them play and approached her at the bar afterwards.  
“Your first real groupie!” Cassidy teased her when she tripped back into their room the next morning. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes though and Kinsey only felt sick and miserable. Stevie was a good kisser and a nice person and Kinsey had treated her like some kind of human tonic that could get someone else out of her head. It hadn’t worked. Touching a body that wasn’t the body she craved only made her feel sadder. She wondered if she’d literally ever want to have sex again.  
By the time they made it to North Carolina she found herself wishing she hadn’t deleted and blocked Rosalie’s number. It would have at least been something just to see if she’d ever texted or called or tried in any way at all. Not knowing drove Kinsey crazy. It’s  better this way, she told herself, sternly. A text message from Rosalie would only throw her back down into a spiral, her resolve weakening, happy to accept the crumbs Rosalie would give her.   
In Charlotte, she and Cassidy had gotten drunk together, stumbling back to the motel, arm in arm.  
“So, when are you going to indulge one of your many groupies?” Kinsey asked her as they practically fell in the door of their room. She was genuinely intrigued. People everywhere flirted with Cassidy, gazes filled with hungry intent landed on her in the hundreds every night as she took the stage. So far, she was yet to see Cassidy do more than flirt a little back before the attempt to pick her up was rebuffed. 
Cassidy giggled in the dark motel room, kicking off her heels. “Is that how being on the road is going to go, when we’re on our own tour? You and me inviting hot young things back to our hotel room for wild sex parties?”
“If you want.” Kinsey smirked, sitting down on the edge of her bed. She loved that Cassidy thought they’d still be sharing a hotel room. They didn’t really need to still be sharing a room now, for that matter. “Cassie.” The intense amount of whiskey she’d consumed loosened Kinsey’s tongue. “How do you identify? Like, in terms of who you want to fuck?”
Cassidy paused. She flopped back on her own bed, staring up at the ceiling.
“I used to think I was straight,” she said. “And then maybe a little to the left of straight.” She held up her hands to demonstrate to Kinsey where left was. “You know… that I just liked masculine people.” She lay there for a minute longer. “But recently,” she said softly, letting her hand fall all the way to the bed beside her, “I’ve realized I'm quite a bit queerer than that.”
Kinsey opened her mouth. Then she shut it again. She considered crawling over and lying next to her. Underneath all the whiskey, Kinsey’s heart ached. It would be so damn good to sleep with someone who really might distract her from her own feelings. She was pretty sure all it would take was about three drunken steps from one bed to the other, to cross the divide between them. She closed her eyes and tried to think about it coherently. When she opened her eyes again, it was morning and her head pounded so badly she briefly considered whether death would be preferable.  
The tour moved up through Virginia, West Virginia and back through Kentucky, arriving in Louisville on a Thursday. They were staying two nights as a mini break, since it was only a couple of hours away from Nashville. Coral and most of Honeybaked’s members as well as Eliza and Franklin stayed on the bus, heading on to Nashville for twenty-four hours to go see their loved ones. Neither Cassidy nor Kinsey had a reason to go home right now, so the two of them were going to hang out in Louisville until their gig the following night. They stayed in a five-star hotel as a treat, and also, a little, just because they could.  
Their suite was ridiculous, two big king-sized beds, a jacuzzi, panoramic views, a fridge stocked with champagne. It made everything seem silly, heady, possible. Cassidy headed out to explore, while Kinsey stayed behind, enjoying a bit of alone time for the first time in weeks. 
An hour later, the phone rang, reception letting her know a visitor had arrived for Kinsey. Her heart banged in her ears and she told them to send them up without asking for their name. Could it…? Surely not?  
The door buzzed. Kinsey launched off the bed, heart in her throat as she tiptoed to the door.  Metal handle cold against her nervous, sweating hands, she opened the door. 
And there, standing in the doorway, was Lane. 
“Hey,” Lane said, their voice practically a whisper. “She’s not here, is she?”  
Kinsey stared at them. They looked immensely vulnerable.  
“No,” she said. “She’s out.” She’d been so mad at Lane for crushing Cassidy’s heart all this time, but now, seeing them face to face, all she could do was pull her old friend into her arms and give them a tight hug. Lane breathed out in surprise and hugged her back. “Come in, you idiot.”
Lane immediately clocked the single king sized bed. Kinsey felt the tension climb a notch. She gestured to the huge white sofa facing the view, and they sat down.
“How are you?” she asked after a minute, Lane’s jiggling knee was shaking the couch.    
“Fucking terrible,” they said, then huffed out a small laugh. “I fucked up.” Their caramel eyes were imploring. “I fucked up so bad.”
“Yeah.” Kinsey had nothing to add to that assessment. Lane winced but nodded.
“I love her,” they said, eyes big, willing Kinsey to understand.   
“Why are you telling me this and not her?”
“Because I want to know if there’s still any point in telling her.” Lane breathed out in a rush. “Or if me being here is just going to fuck up her life.”    
“That’s up to Cassidy,” Kinsey pointed out.  
Lane ran their fingers through their hair and for a second, their hair mussed, they looked about eight years old.  
“Kinsey,” they said quietly. “Come on. Just tell me. Is there any point in me trying here?”
“Lane! For fuck’s sake,” she snapped. “Don’t you think you should try anyway? Even if you thought she’d given up or moved on or was sleeping with me or anyone else, don’t you think you should try?”
Lane’s head jerked up, their eyes going sharp.  
“Of course,” they said tightly. “I just want to know what I’m up against here.”
Kinsey watched them for a beat, her arms crossed tightly across her chest. Then she took pity on them.
“There’s no one else,” she said. “I didn’t fuck your girlfriend, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Lane swallowed.
“I’m sorry,” they said. “That was shitty of me.”
“No,” she admitted. “I thought about it a couple of times.”
Lane nodded for about three minutes straight, clearly unsure how to manage that.  
“It’s hard,” they said eventually, “watching your person get so swept up. The music, the band, you. I get it though… I think,” they said. “And I want her to be happy, whatever that looks like.”  
Kinsey nodded. She didn’t know how to explain it. The whole thing was intense, she of all people knew that. 
“What happened?” Kinsey asked, picking at the fringe of a throw pillow. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me. It’s just that what happened to Cassidy kind of happened to me too, in a way.”
Lane frowned, but after a while they shrugged.
“We’ve all got our shit,” they said hesitantly. “And seriously, Kinsey… not everyone’s childhood looked like yours. You and your mom and dad that loved you and your brother and stayed together and took care of you right. I’m not saying it was perfect,” they added at the slight flinch on her face, “but you clearly got all the ingredients you needed to know how to love and be loved. Sometimes that shit goes wrong and fixing that kind of wiring can take your whole damn life.”
After Lane had eventually left, Kinsey took a minute to think about that. It wasn’t a whole answer, but in a way, it was enough. 
When Cassidy arrived back, her hair windblown, her cheeks flushed pink from the world outside and a big bag of pastries in her hand, Kinsey had made up her mind. In the end, it didn’t matter what Lane wanted or what Kinsey wanted. All that mattered was Cassidy.
“You,” Kinsey said, pointing at her bandmate. “I’ve got a new plan for our day.”
“Really? What?” asked Cassidy, her blue eyes bright.
“Do you trust me?” she asked.
Cassidy cocked her head, considering her.
“Yeah,” she shrugged.
“Then put on something cute,” she said, “and pack an overnight bag.”
Downstairs was the hire car she’d arranged. Cassidy looked at her in surprise as she pressed the key fob and chucked her own bag in the back seat. She made Cassidy look away as she entered the location into the GPS and then pulled out of the car park. Cassidy frowned at the screen.
“Two and a half hours?” she asked, incredulously.
“You’re in charge of the playlist,” Kinsey told her.  
They turned onto the highway. Cassidy seemed intrigued by the randomness of their afternoon and ridiculously easy going about her sudden kidnapping, her big blue eyes sparkling with adventure. Kinsey watched her out of the corner of her eye as she drove. They both sang along to the tracks she chose, or sometimes fell into conversation, about their deal, about the record they were about to make, about their dreams and plans and ideas. Their future together.
When the highway signs started to declare Nashville, Cassidy gave her a concerned look.
“What exactly the fuck are we doing?” she asked.
“You said you trusted me,” Kinsey shrugged. When the GPS said they were minutes away they were still somewhere in the green belt outside of Nashville. She began to get a little nervous. She could only hope that what she’d decided was right.  
She turned off the road and parked in a little patch of trees. It was almost four in the afternoon, the spring sunshine bright. Cassidy looked at her, confused. Kinsey undid her seatbelt and turned to face her.  
“Here’s the thing,” she said. “I fucking love you.” Cassidy drew in a short breath. “Like, a lot, okay?” she added. “You’re my best friend, and my bandmate and my music partner and like… you’re kind of everything. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”
“I love you too,” said Cassidy, her voice low, her cheeks slightly pink.
For one whole second Kinsey hesitated. Then she nodded.
“So I got you a thing,” she said. “Through there.” She nodded at the gap in the trees. Cassidy looked up and frowned a little. “Take your bag and go ahead,” she told her. “I’ll be there in a second.”
Cassidy looked at her, her face unreadable. Kinsey shrugged and pointed ahead. Cassidy cocked her head, but she got out of the car. She grabbed her overnight bag and slung it over her shoulder. Kinsey watched as she disappeared into the trees. She started to wait.  



Chapter Twenty-Six
Cassidy left the car and walked toward the gap in the trees. Her heart started to pound. She’d been disoriented, having driven all the damn way from Kentucky to get here. She’d only been here once before, at night, and it wasn’t until she walked through the trees and out into the light that she knew for sure where she was.
How the hell did Kinsey know about this place? Cassidy didn’t remember telling her about it, but then again, the two of them had talked all day and night for months, drunk, sober, exhausted, excited. At this point, she’d probably told her everything. She thought of Kinsey’s eyes in the car, telling her she loved her. And then this? Was she trying to recreate something? Cassidy was incredibly bewildered. She wasn’t sure what she wanted or what to expect.
A year later and she still didn’t know what the tall metal structure in the middle of the wheatfield was for, but she walked towards it like a sailor to a siren. What was at the top? A white tent shaped thing?  She adjusted the overnight bag on her shoulder. Were they camping here? Her heart in her throat, Cassidy reached the tower, grabbing hold of the metal ladder. Muscle memory kicked in as she climbed, a thousand glimpses of that one life changing night flashing through her head.  
When she reached the top, she dropped her bag, and turned. 
Her heart seized. 
There, standing before her, was Lane.  
They were heartbreakingly handsome, in the lazily hot tux she remembered from their accidental almost-date, back before they’d ever really considered each other. Their hair was neatly swooshed, their beautiful caramel eyes intensely soft as they gazed at her. Their chest rose and fell rapidly beneath their jacket, the only sign that they weren’t one thousand percent confident right now.
Cassidy froze. This was what Kinsey had brought her here for? 
“Hey,” Lane said casually, like they’d seen each other only yesterday, like she’d dropped by the guesthouse to see them before dinner. Her heart fractured at the sound of their voice.
“Hey,” she managed.
“Kinsey’s still in the car park,” they said, seriously. “You’re not, like, trapped here, just in case you’re worried.”
“Um, okay?”
“She’s supposed to leave after an hour, hoping you want to hear me out. You know, best case scenario. But she also made me promise to tell you that her phone is on and she’ll be back in five seconds to pick you up if you want.”
“Right,” Cassidy said, slowly, mind whirring with a thousand thoughts. “What… is happening?” 
Behind Lane there really was a tent, a picnic blanket at the entrance, a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a whole damn field’s worth of fresh flowers. 
“How did you get all this up here?” 
“Oh,” Lane said. “Burt helped me.” Cassidy blinked, imagining Savannah’s burly driver hauling flowers up the ladder. “He loved every second of it, by the way.” 
Cassidy found herself smiling, just for a second. Lane smiled too. Then their face crumpled.
“Fuck, Cassidy,” they breathed out in a rush. “I’m so, so sorry. I fucked up so bad.” Their eyes were huge and bright with tears. She’d never once seen Lane cry before. “I’ll tell you everything, I swear, every single thing you want to know-” they broke off, flailing for words. 
Cassidy didn’t reach for them. She watched Lane struggle, their shoulders squaring as they scrunched their eyes closed in concentration. When they opened them again, they were blazing.
“Cassie,” they said. “Being loved the way you love me feels fucking terrifying when I’ve spent my whole life having to cut off every part of me that needs love. To let myself be loved by you means risking one day needing that love. Needing you. And if I lost you…”  
“The only reason you lost me was because you literally broke up with me in the first place!” Cassidy said, throwing up her hands in wild exasperation.    
“I know!” Lane said. “I left you so you couldn’t leave me. It’s fucked up, I get it. And I have no right to ask you for anything, Cass,” they said softly. “which is why Kinsey’s out there waiting for you right now. But I’ve spent every second of the time we’ve been apart doing two things: fucking longing for you and working on my shit.”
Lane sank down onto both their knees and Cassidy’s throat got thick. She tried to swallow.
“I love you,” Lane said hoarsely, head tilted up at her where she stood, her legs weak and wobbling. “I fucking love you, so much. You’re the first girl I’ve ever loved and I swear, if I’m lucky, you’ll be the last.”
Cassidy looked down at them, on their knees.
“You’re not… like proposing right now?” she asked warily. Lane’s eyes went wide.
“Uh, no,” they admitted and Cassidy sighed in relief. “I might though,” they added, “one day.” 
Cassidy bit her lip. She breathed out, no sound but the soft breeze tousling their hair, nothing between them but the sun on their faces. Then she crossed the distance between them and shoved Lane back onto their heels.  
“You’re an asshole,” she said, then she climbed into their lap and kissed them. Their mouth was soft, achingly familiar and strange all at once. “And I love you too,” she whispered, as their hands came up to hold her tight, “still. I think I started to love you the first time you kissed me.”
“That’s why I brought you back here,” Lane said, stroking their hand through her hair, cupping her face, their eyes full of wonder, gazing at her like she was everything. “Ever since that first night, you’re all I’ve ever wanted.”
“Well,” said Cassidy, “it was actually Kinsey who brought me back here. But I take your point.”
Lane snorted out a small laugh, leaned in, and lightly bit the side of Cassidy’s neck, making her clench and shiver.
“Fuck I’ve missed you,” they whispered, “you’re such an annoying jerk.”
Their fingers were already pulling at the buttons on her dress and Cassidy went white hot with want. Her skin felt blazing, her head light. Every slight brush of Lane’s fingers against her skin as they pulled her dress open went straight to her core. She felt molten and desperate and they’d barely touched her yet. 
Lane went stock still, staring at her exposed body, before dragging their gaze to hers. Cassidy swallowed once, hard, and then Lane’s mouth was on her.  She gasped, headily, almost woozy at the sensation of their hot mouth on her breasts. Her nipple between their lips, Lane teased it with their tongue, nipping it lightly between their teeth.
She bucked in their lap, already needy. It had been so long since she’d been touched like this. Lane hissed in approval as her hips began to writhe, arching against them with want. 
“Remember when I refused to fuck you here?” they asked, pulling back to smirk at her. Cassidy gripped their shoulders.
“This better not be history repeating.” She bit her lip and Lane laughed. They pushed her off them and took her hand, pulling her over to the tent.
“This time I came prepared,” they said, tugging open the tent flap so she could see the bed inside. Cassidy paused.
“An air mattress?” she guessed. “That sounds potentially dangerous.”
“Oh, it definitely will be,” Lane said already pressing her down onto the neatly tucked bedsheets.  
Afterward, they got half dressed, Cassidy stealing Lane’s shirt, partially buttoned and lounging back against their body on the picnic rug, sipping wine, watching the stars come out. She hadn’t thought of Kinsey in hours. It felt strange. They’d been so in each other’s space for so long, so fraught with pleasant, all-consuming tension. And yet, here in Lane’s arms, she finally understood that it was different somehow.  
She pulled away from Lane and went over to find her phone. There were two messages from Kinsey.
 
You good? Hope so. Please don’t murder me 
 
I’m hoping by your lack of response that you’re getting wildly nailed right now and not crying and fighting 
Cassidy laughed, sending the only response she could.
 

I’m going to love you both forever  

Kinsey responded instantly with a wet emoji. Cassidy spluttered out a laugh, then dropped her phone and crawled back into Lane’s lap.  
“It’s okay, you know,” Lane said, wrapping their arms around her. “That you and Kinsey love each other too.”  
“It’s different-” Cassidy started, slightly alarmed at how well Lane had read the situation, but they just squeezed her tight.
“I know. Turns out you like girls too though, huh?”  
Cassidy’s face turned red. She’d never known if Lane had picked up on that vibe. 
“That doesn’t mean that I have to do anything about it,” she said. 
Lane kissed the side of her neck. “I mean, I’d totally have a threesome with you and another girl if you wanted,” they announced. 
Cassidy turned all the way around to glare at them. “I bet you would,” she said and they laughed.
“Not Kinsey though,” they said. “That’d be too weird.”
“Jesus, Lane.” Cassidy wished her face would cool down. “I’m not going to have sex with Kinsey, whether you’re there or not.”
“Some other girl though would be fine, if you wanted to.”
“I don’t!”
“Okay. Just putting it out there.” Lane watched her face and took a casual sip of wine. She rolled her eyes and turned and rested back in their arms again. 
They were quiet for a while, just watching the stars. Lane leaned in again. “I could just be there, if you want. Like I wouldn’t have to touch them if that’s what’s making you uncomfortable.”
“Lane!” She cried, but she was smiling though.
“Don’t say I never do anything for you.” They shrugged. “God knows how much I’d suffer having to see my hot girlfriend naked with another hot naked girl. All those breasts, ugh. My poor eyes.”
“You’re ridiculous,” Cassidy informed them. She looked out at the stars for a while. “I’ll let you know,” she added.  
She felt Lane grin as they pressed another kiss along the nape of her neck, then wine forgotten, they pulled her back inside the tent.

Lane, it turned out, had packed really well. It was late that evening when the two of them disentangled and ate an over the top picnic feast from a cooler so large it looked like needed a crane to get it up the tower.  
“Literally what would you have done if the farmer who owns this field had shown up and ruined your plans?” 
“Burt knows them,” they said, grinning. “Turns out they’re some cool old lesbians. They wished me luck in getting my girl back, and also baked us this sourdough.” Lane gestured at her sandwich and Cassidy laughed.
“I’m glad I didn’t tell you to go fuck yourself,” she said. “That would have been a sad feat, getting all this stuff down without even getting laid.”
“Was that an option?” Lane asked.
“You literally could have just shown up anytime and said you loved me, and I would have been yours,” Cassidy said. “No artisanal bread required.”
“Huh.” Lane said. They tried to confiscate her sandwich back out of her hand and she snatched it back.
Slowly they caught up on all they’d missed out. 
“I applied for eight early childcare jobs,” Lane told her. “My grades were perfect, my experience is sound, my references are glowing, but no one will hire me.”
“Lane,” Cassidy said softly, her heart cracking in her chest.
“Turns out being trans and non-binary isn’t popular in kindergartens right now,” Lane said, their voice low.  
“It’s their fucking loss,” Cassidy told them. “You’re brilliant with kids. And some of those little kids desperately need to have someone like you in their life. Do they think people turn eighteen and then magically become queer or something? God, that makes me angry. Fuck Tennessee.”  
Lane smiled, even though their eyes were sad.
“Don’t say that,” they said. “That’s my home you’re insulting. You know, sometimes I really wonder what happened to the girl I first met who thought higher education was elitist indoctrination and queer people were doing it to be woke.”
Cassidy rolled her eyes. “I mean you’re the one who went and got a crush on me anyway, so I don’t know that you can claim any high moral standards.” 
Lane laughed and Cassidy loved hearing it. 
“I wish you’d told me about the job stuff,” she said quietly.
“I felt too ashamed.” Lane looked away. “Like it was my fault, somehow. The idea of some innate unworthiness still grabs me sometimes.”
“You’re the most worthy fucking person I know,” said Cassidy fiercely. She kissed them and they smiled, reaching out to brush sandwich crumbs off her chin. “So, what are you going to do then? You know Savannah and Brynn would employ you until Emmeline is at least thirty-five if they get the chance.”
“I know,” they said. “And I’d love that, in a way. They’re my family… But I need more.” Cassidy nodded. It was the weird tension they’d always lived with, that Lane was all wrapped up with Cassidy’s family in one complicated knot. “Of course, as always, it was Rosalie to the rescue in the end. She told me that she’d always hoped I’d become a youth worker eventually.”
“She gave you a job?”
“Part-time,” they said, “while Tucker and Emmeline settle in with their new nanny.”
“Lane,” Cassidy twisted to gaze up at them, “that’s fucking great. You’ll be amazing at that.”
“Thanks,” they smiled. She kissed them. Then she drew back, thoughtfully.
“Is the new nanny hot?” she asked. Lane scoffed and reached around to pinch her ass making her squeak. “That’s a yes then. Sorry babe, you know I can’t be bothered going any further than Savannah’s guesthouse to get laid.”
“Lucky for me I’m not moving out then,” Lane gave her a dirty look and she smiled.
“Guess you’ve still got a shot then.” She shrugged.
She told them about the moment they got a record deal.
“Sony rang Hailey with a big offer. The label head had our demos and when he saw the photo kit he asked around and found some paparazzi pics of Savannah and I out together. There was no hiding who I was after that.” She winced at the memory. “Hailey nearly had a fit, both because we didn’t tell her and that we rejected Sony on the basis we refused to be marketed as Savannah Grace 2.0.”  
“Holy shit,” said Lane. “I love how ballsy you are. And Kinsey backed you?”
Cassidy smiled. “All the way.” 
“I literally can’t believe you didn’t sleep with her. You probably should have, just for that.”
Cassidy elbowed them.  
“But because Hailey is the fucking best she used that offer to sneakily build buzz and both BMI and Universal came to the table. All of a sudden it was raining cash.”
“You’re rich,” Lane said slowly, looking a little queasy.  
“It’s weird,” Cassidy agreed. 
They shifted on the platform, facing each other, fingertips brushing in the widening space between each other.  
“Our lives are about to get wildly different from each other,” Lane said, their fingers tracing the back of Cassidy’s hand.  
“I know. There’s no one else I’d want at my side more than you,” she said. “Keep me on the straight and narrow. Stop my head from getting too big. You know what happened when Savannah made it big, right? Her life imploded. I don’t want that.”
Lane frowned. “It might happen anyway. If you get literally famous.”
Cassidy swallowed.  
“Lane,” she said. “I’m not going to lie, I’m scared. I want to be a big deal musician, but I don’t know that I want all of that.” She thought of Savannah not being able to go out for a regular meal or go shopping without twelve photographers, a stack of fans, and a bodyguard. She looked at Lane plaintively. “I just want to come off stage from my stadium tour being worshiped by millions and go home in peace so you can go down on me.”
Lane burst into laughter.
“Well,” they said. “When you put it that way. Sign me up.”



Before
Life was sharply different for all of them, after Twice Struck broke up. Savannah drifted back down from the lofty heights she’d been dwelling in. There were no more tours, no television appearances, no promotional deals or stadiums to fill. If you ignored the flurry of attention, shocked faces and uncomfortably sympathetic responses she elicited whenever she ventured out in public, you could almost forget she was a star at all. Instead, she was Savannah again. The same Savannah Rosalie had once driven around Nashville with, for hours in a beat up old car.  
Rosalie, selfishly, loved it. Sides of Savannah that had vanished during the height of her fame returned. For the first time in years, she began to devour books again, stashing weighty tomes about the Spanish Revolution and biographies of obscure early female film directors in her handbag for whenever Tucker fell asleep. Her secret nerdiness, her desperation not to be left behind in a world of knowledge, all quiet facets of herself that called back to the wary seventeen year old that Rosalie knew still lived inside her.  
There was also no Cole. 
Their old intimacy flared into flame like it had never gone anywhere. Savannah and Rosalie, Rosalie and Savannah, with a big warm helping of Coral and a tiny sprinkle of Tucker. For the first time since their teens, they were all single again and they reveled in it. They took turns hosting long family dinners, talking late into the night, enjoying the closeness and ease of old friends who knew you better than you knew yourself. Rosalie hated that Savannah had been through hell, but she loved that her friend had rescued herself from the clutches of a toxic marriage. She could see the damage though.
“Can you turn that off?” Savannah grumbled irritably one day when Rosalie put music on as she made them all dinner at her place.  
Rosalie and Coral exchanged a look.
“You love Tanya Tucker,” Coral said.  
Savannah frowned. “It makes my head hurt.”  
Rosalie was pretty sure she meant her heart.
She turned off the music and silence rang in its place.
“You need to write again,” Rosalie told her a few weeks later. “You’ve got so much material now you’re going to burst.”
Savannah’s shoulders stiffened.
“No,” she said. “There’s nothing there.”
“Come on,” said Coral a couple of evenings after that, producing one of Savannah’s guitars, dust gathering on the lacquered wood. “I miss your damn voice.”
Savannah’s eyes flashed steel. “Drop it, would you?” 
“Honey,” Coral wasn’t afraid of her. “Don’t you want to get back out on the road? You’re a born performer; it’s always been your fuel.”
“Not anymore,” Savannah denied with a short shrug.  
Savannah claimed she was getting her outlet in other ways. She sold the house she and Cole had lived in and bought a wild piece of modern architecture out in the hills. She spent her winters in Vermont, redecorating both homes herself.   
“It’s gorgeous,” Rosalie agreed as Savannah showed her what she’d done with her place in Tennessee. “But somehow I don’t think picking out interior color palettes is going to satisfy your creative drive.”
“Sure it is.” Savannah looked away, out through the glass walls of her home and off into the hills.
Rosalie missed the music. She didn’t realize how much her friendship with Savannah had filled her life with it until it was gone. There’d been so many concerts both staged and informal, the strum of Savannah’s guitar, the sound of her hum. She missed her voice like an ache.  
Almost in direct opposition, her own music intake increased. She listened in her car, through her headphones on her walk home after work, while she cooked dinner, and as she lay in the bath at night. Pop, rock, R&B, rap, country. For the first time she had to reach out and fill her ears herself, to make up for the sudden sharp void now that Savannah had been silenced.
It drove Savannah nuts. Rosalie could practically set a timer by how damn fast she’d snap the music off when she came over. Rosalie knew all the excuses by heart. Tucker was sleeping, Tucker needed to sleep, Savannah had a headache, she couldn’t concentrate, she couldn’t hear the conversation over all that noise. It was as if she’d developed an aversion so strong that the very sound of the notes was an assault.
One Sunday afternoon Rosalie decided to go outdoors and garden. The sun was warm and while she normally let her garden grow wild, there was a difference between cottage chic and an actual jungle, so she put a new record on the stereo, cranked it up loud and went outside to tackle it.  
The record finished, but since her hands were covered in soil, she had no choice but to let the silence ring out. A minute later she almost jumped out of her skin when all on its own, the record started again from the beginning. Did her house have a damn ghost? She peeked her head around the french doors to find Savannah, sitting on the floor next to the record player, a thousand yard stare on her face, listening as though her life depended on it.  
“Noah Lyman,” Rosalie said as the song finished. “Indie guy out of LA. He’s great, right?”
Savannah shushed her fiercely, as if even the silence between the tracks was sacred. Rosalie shot her a look of disbelief but as she wandered back out into the garden she couldn’t stop her smile. The next day when she went to put the record on again, it was gone.
Three months later, Savannah flew to Vermont with Coral and the rest of her band. Only this time, Noah Lyman was invited.
Rosalie ever so slowly got lonely. Savannah was away for the whole of fall and into winter and their phone conversations - which were few and far between - were frustratingly vague. Noah was wonderful, they were writing, Savannah was writing, and the music was spectacular, that was all she’d had to say. She got the impression there was something she wasn’t telling her but she didn’t know what. 
Coral was off on tour with another side project. Her other friends were there, but busy with spouses, kids, families, big full lives. Rosalie felt like her wheels were stuck, spinning in the dirt
She met Olivia at a fundraiser, and they dated for three months. But the longer they dated, the more Olivia liked her, the more Rosalie noticed the cracks and it all fizzled into nothing.
“There’s something wrong with you,” Olivia said, her face pink with rejection when Rosalie called it off. “No one should only be in it for the chase.”
Rosalie took the hit. She was starting to feel like she deserved it. There was a trail of women behind Olivia a mile long, all with hurt on their faces.
Christmas came and went. Rosalie refused to go home for it; Thanksgiving with her parents had been more than enough. To her immense surprise, her father showed up at the center, joining her and the kids for lunch. She watched him like a hawk, but he was gentle and polite with her little crew of queer and trans teens. None of them quite knew what to make of this quiet, older, conservative white man who didn’t seem to know what to say but was trying to be there anyway.
Afterwards hugged Rosalie tight, his eyes wet.
“I should have been better,” he said. “I’ll regret it forever. Rachel would be so proud of you.”
Rosalie cried every time she thought of his words for weeks.
She missed Rachel like a limb, especially around the holidays. There wasn’t a Christmas or Thanksgiving that went by that she didn’t stare at the empty chair at the table and imagine Rachel there, rolling her eyes at their mom and telling Rosalie her sweater was the wrong shape and the wrong color, before the two of them could escape back out into the world and debrief together. She tried to imagine the adult version of the two of them. Would they have been friends? Would the center have existed without her loss, and if it did, would Rachel have been involved? Rosalie dreamed of her older sister doling out love, advice, and fashion critiques, a big sister to all the kids who needed her more than anything and she ached and ached and ached.
In the new year Savannah called, her voice cracking as the truth tumbled out of her.
“I did something stupid,” she wept.  
And that was how Rosalie heard the name Brynn Marshall for the first time. She hated the woman. Savannah was barely back on her feet, barely recovering her equilibrium, just starting to write music again and she’d fallen right in the path of yet another heartbreaker.
But slowly, over the year that followed, another story began to emerge. Savannah had not been knocked off her feet after all. She stood firmly on the ground, and she began to grow. And grow. She released her first album free of Cole and it sold into the stratosphere. Rosalie cried when she heard her sing again. And the songs? Oh god, how Savannah’s album left Twice Struck in the dust.  
Savannah toured almost instantly, her fame doubling and tripling now she’d left country music. As for Brynn, she was somehow there and not there, her stunning voice on Savannah’s lead single, her influence on the tracks, her love marking the lyrics, and the longing clear on Savannah’s face the mere two times Rosalie got to see her over that massive, life-shifting year.
Also, Brynn’s album? Rosalie developed a slight crush on her herself. Brynn was, perhaps, the one other person on the planet who seemed to love Savannah at least as much as Rosalie did, and then a whole twelve songs more. And those songs? They were accountable.  
Rosalie knew it was going to happen long before Savannah did.
When Rosalie finally saw Savannah again, she was glowing. Her eyes sparkled, her chin was high, happiness flowing steadily through her veins like gold. She looked strong and secure like she’d finally hit the peak of her power and was going to damn well stay there. Rosalie took one look at her and found herself laughing.
“Now that is how someone who is in love is supposed to look,” she told her.  
When she finally got to meet Brynn, she felt intensely nervous. Cole had driven such a wedge between her and Savannah and he’d been suspicious of their closeness from the start. Also, she was, embarrassingly, a little starstruck this time around. Brynn’s debut album full of love for Savannah Grace had become one of Rosalie’s favorite things of all time. Now she was moving to Nashville and Rosalie invited the new couple over for dinner. She paced around the house frenetically moving things around like she was an anxious about-to-be-mother-in-law.
She heard the car door slam as Savannah’s driver dropped them off. Rosalie went out to greet them, gaze snagging on Savannah first. She was at the tail end of a laugh, her blue eyes shining in the late afternoon sun. Behind her stood Brynn, dark, tall and gorgeous with Tucker clinging to her back like a monkey. She met Rosalie’s eyes and grinned from ear to ear, tipping Tucker upside down and setting him on the ground. Then Brynn hugged Rosalie so tight it was like being greeted by long-lost family.  
“Hi!” Brynn said as she let her go.
“Hi!” Rosalie replied, surprised by her warmth.
Savannah led them all into the house like it was her own, talking to them both as if they’d all three been close for years.  
About half an hour in she found herself briefly alone with Brynn in the back yard. Brynn turned to her instantly.
“Savannah’s loved you her whole life,” she said. Rosalie nodded, unsure if this was the moment Brynn was going to stake her ownership. “Is it weird that I love you for that?” she said instead. 
“It’s a little creepy,” Rosalie replied and Brynn laughed. Then her face went serious.  
“There’s so much pain,” Brynn said, “in the things she’s told me about her life. And yet in every dark moment, there’s been love, because of you.” Rosalie felt a lump grow in her throat. “I think you’re the whole reason she is who she is now.”
“I am the wind beneath her wings,” she agreed, trying to hide how her eyes had just gotten wet. 
Brynn laughed again. 
“You,” Rosalie accused, as though she needed confirmation, “are wildly in love with her.”
Tucker ran past their legs , Savannah following. It was clear by her eyes she’d heard Rosalie’s last sentence. Brynn gazed over at her where she stood at Rosalie’s side.
“Oh,” she said, “I am.”
Savannah blushed. Blushed. Rosalie was delighted.  
After they’d gone their happiness seemed to linger in her house. At first it felt like a heat source she could cling to, the deep warmth of the love she’d witnessed like a little glow of fire. But then it sunk in that despite how inclusive and encompassing that love was, it wasn’t hers. Savannah didn’t need rescuing from this one. She was gone, in a way she’d never been before. Rosalie loved it, loved it, but the ache inside her grew nonetheless.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
As night began to fall and it was clear Cassidy wasn’t coming back, Kinsey put the car into reverse and headed to her apartment. Her home was quiet, dark, and cold, after weeks on the road. She’d stopped by the store on her way to buy a couple of basics, so she could cook up a bowl of pasta and eat some cereal in the morning. She cooked and ate on autopilot in her silent kitchen.  
When Cassidy finally texted her back, clearly high as a kite on sex, Kinsey smiled to herself. She was desperately glad that Lane had gotten their shit together and that maybe there was a chance for Cassidy to truly get who she’d always deep down wanted. She knew the Cassidy she’d get back - the one with the extra bright sparkle in her eye and the bounce in her step - and she looked forward to seeing her again. There’d be no chance of more sparking between them anymore, and in a way, that felt almost relaxing. They could sustain their creative friendship now with so much less chance of screwing it all up.   
Still, at the same time, Kinsey readied herself to be third wheel again. Soon she’d be sitting to the side as Lane and Cassidy mooned over each other, trying not to overhear their ‘I love you’s as they called each other every night on tour. She imagined the ache in her chest growing like a shadow, hollow and empty behind her ribs.
It was her own fault she’d never really cultivated close connections with either Franklin or Eliza. They all hung out, rehearsing, goofing around sometimes on the tour bus or for a drink after a show, but she’d never invested anything more. She promised herself she’d change that as soon as they got back on the road.
Kinsey flopped back on her couch with a sigh. Completely unbidden she remembered her most basic fantasy: Rosalie, relaxed and beautiful right here. She could almost see her, focused on her phone or a book or the TV, looking up distractedly at Kinsey, her mouth full of casual sass, making her want to kiss the hell out of her.  
Rosalie was less than a couple of miles away right now. God, why did it still ache so much? There really was nothing like almost having someone to really send you into a tailspin.  
She picked up her phone.
“Hey mom,” Kinsey couldn’t help her smile when her mother’s face appeared on the screen.
“Hi baby girl.” Her mom reached out her hand like she could actually touch her face. “How are you doing out there, busy being a rock star?”
“We’re having a quick break,” she said. “I’m at home, just for the night.”
“That sounds nice. How’s Cassidy doing?” her mom asked, propping the phone on the table in front of her at a slightly seasick angle. Cassidy had chatted with her mom so many times over her shoulder that they were practically old friends by now. Kinsey smiled.
“She’s great actually. Her and Lane just got back together.”
“Oh!” Her mom clapped her hands. “Wait,” she paused. “She made them grovel on their hands and knees first though, right?”
Kinsey laughed.
“I know they pulled out all the stops to win her back,” she reassured her mother.
“And how are you doing?” Her mother examined her through the screen.
“I’m good,” Kinsey said. Her mom squinted her eyes suspiciously. “I’m fine.”  
“Stop pulling the phone away from your face,” she complained. Kinsey rolled her eyes and brought it back closer. “What’s wrong?” her mom said instantly.
“Ugh,” she said.  
“Why are you crying?”
“I’m… I don’t know mom. It’s not that I’m…lonely exactly. I still have Cassidy, like I haven’t lost her. I just…” she trailed off. 
“You want what she has,” her mom said.
Kinsey bit her lip.  “Yeah,” she said. “I guess I do.”
“You’re still sad about that woman who turned you down.”
“I don’t want to be,” Kinsey said straight away. “I just want to be over her, you know? I’m really trying to be over her.”
“Hm,” said her mom, nodding. “Sometimes things just take longer than we’d like,” she said simply. 
Kinsey sighed.  
“Yeah,” she said. “I guess they do.”

The next morning she picked up Cassidy and Lane after their night in a romantic field tower. She couldn’t really picture it, but the tower seemed to have worked its magic. Cassidy hugged her tight, her eyes glowing, her hair tangled, pure walking sex and Kinsey could only roll her eyes and hug her back. Lane on the other hand took three trips down the field tower and back, carrying all the supplies they’d set up to woo their girl. Kinsey refused to help on the principle that Cassidy also wasn’t helping, and after all, Lane still had a way to go until they’d atoned as far as she, personally, was concerned.
They played Louisville that night, Cassidy sparkling at the front of the stage like she might burst into literal flames at any moment.
“Hey,” Kinsey said to Eliza after the show, approaching her where she sat on a big cushy sofa in the green room. “You know, we haven’t really hung out that much. But I think you’re great. We should get to know each other better.”
Eliza considered her, her chin on her fist, her sandy blonde hair falling into her eyes. She raised her brows so long that Kinsey began to wilt.
“Got ditched now that Cassidy’s got her boyfriend back, huh?”
Kinsey winced. “Yeah, pretty much.”  
Eliza nodded. Then she shrugged. “Want a beer?”
“Fuck yes.”
Eliza was funny. She jerked Kinsey around about being all cool girls with Cassidy but cackled her head off when Kinsey tried to apologize. Eliza was into nineties girl bands and had a boyfriend back home called Dave who she was considering breaking up with, though she had custody concerns over their ancient terrier named Squish.  
“We could try to share custody,” she said, “but I think Squish would piss on his shoes for sure. Which,” she added thoughtfully, “would at least save me having to do it.”  
Within the hour they were new best friends.  
“How about you?” Eliza asked, propped up beside her, second beer in her hand. “Still hung up on Rosalie?”
Kinsey choked on her beer mid-sip.
“How… do you know about her?”
“Oh,” Eliza said with a smirk, “you were talking to her for hours outside my window one night. Her name is kind of stuck in my mind now, like ohhh, Rosalie.”
“Argh!” Kinsey looked around quickly. “God, I’m sorry.  Also, can you… please not tell anyone?”
“It’s a secret?”
“Just her name.”
“Oh my god,” Eliza said, her hazel eyes gleaming bright. “Cassidy knows Rosalie? But Cassidy doesn’t know? But now I know, and you know I know, but she doesn’t know I know?”
Kinsey blinked. “Exactly. And,” she added, “also Coral. So that’s a whole thing.”
“Holy shit, tell me everything,” said Eliza. “Why is it such a secret?”
Kinsey thought about it for a minute. Then she told her everything.
Eliza nodded as Kinsey finished. “She breadcrumbed you,” she summed up.
“Huh?”
“Rosalie. She kept giving you just enough to keep you interested and invested.  It’s tantalizing as fuck. It’s also kind of addictive. Like, will I get what I want this time? You get a little gambler’s high. And then…” she mimed dropping something to the floor “a crash.”
Kinsey’s let her head fall back. “That feels accurate.”
“She sounds like an asshole,” Eliza said. 
“She’s not,” Kinsey said shortly, lifting her head. “She’s really not.”
“Really?” Eliza raised her eyebrows. “How is she not?”
“She’s…kind,” Kinsey told her, “and principled. And-”
“Hot,” Eliza butted in.
“No! I mean, well yes, obviously. But I’m not giving her a pass for that.”
“Sounds like you are.”
“I mean I left, didn’t I?” Kinsey argued. “No passes given here. I didn’t get into any more conversations about it, I just drew a hard boundary and I left right away in the middle of her freak out,” Kinsey’s voice faded out. “Shit,” she said, as she played that back. “I left in the middle of her freak out,” she repeated. “I didn’t let her try to explain or stay to talk about it, I just left and then I deleted and blocked her number.” She looked at Eliza, her eyes wide.  
“That’s… certainly one way to draw a boundary,” Eliza said. “Effective.  Brutal.”
“Oh fuck.”  
“I mean, it still sounds like it was for the best,” Eliza pointed out. “You weren’t getting your needs met.”
“Maybe,” Kinsey said, her eyes fixed in the middle distance, “or maybe sometimes things just take longer than we’d like.”
They were quiet for a beat. Eliza started tapping her fingernails against the glass of her beer bottle.  
“Do you still have her number somewhere?” she asked after a while, her tone casual.
“No,” Kinsey said. She’d forced herself to throw away her paper copy too.
“Well,” Eliza said. She hesitated. “Still sounds like it’s for the best.”
“Maybe.” Kinsey stared down at her hands. “Yeah,” she added after a moment. “Probably.”

Cincinnati, Columbus, Cleveland, Pittsburgh. 
Lane had headed back home after Louisville, so technically Kinsey had Cassidy back, but something in their spell had been broken, allowing all the air to come rushing back in. They still spent ridiculous amounts of time together, but frequently now, Cassidy sat next to Coral on the bus, their heads inclined toward each other talking intensely. On the opposite side of the bus, Kinsey and Eliza lounged side by side, trading playlists, talking gear, deciding Eliza’s romantic future and occasionally, furtively talking about Kinsey’s own romantic disaster.
Washington, Baltimore, Wilmington, Philadelphia. 
Kinsey had never tired of the road yet, but she found herself feeling homesick. She missed her family, wistful that this leg of the tour didn’t make it to Chicago. She’d do anything for a hug from her mom right now and a homemade family dinner. She craved her quiet apartment in Nashville, the recording they’d be knuckling down for together a little more order in her days.  Yet there was still a heavy wistful weight in her chest she couldn’t explain. Homesick didn’t quite seem to cover it.  
New York was a blast. A bunch of Kinsey’s college friends turned up for their gig and swept the four of them out afterward. They gleefully told Cassidy embarrassing stories about her, buzzing over their success, talking about their own hits and misses, the stage shows, the off Broadway plays, the dance productions.  Kinsey missed them all desperately, making plans to come back again when their schedule allowed it, and then just like that, they were gone. Back on the road. 
Kinsey stared out the window of the bus, melancholy and tired. Beside her Cassidy texted Lane, a secretive smile on her face. Across the aisle Eliza was low-key arguing with Dave on a call. Noah had joined this leg of the tour and he and Coral exuded easy, peaceful, married contentment for at least a mile in every direction. Franklin and Aria had broken up, but it hadn’t slowed Franklin’s pace; he seemed to be loving his freedom and the girls who flocked to him after every gig. It wasn’t that everyone had someone, or even that everyone was content with the someone they had, it was just that Kinsey was alone in feeling nothing but a still burning loss.  
God she was so done with it all. She wished she’d never met Rosalie at all. It had been incredible while she was in it, all that heat, all that craving and feeling so perfectly matched by someone, but the crash down the other side knowing she’d never get to have that again… it sucked all the color out of her world. She’d have been better off never having known her at all.
In New Haven, the air was cool and crisp. Lane took the weekend to come up and see Cassidy, so they booked separate rooms in a cute boutique hotel near the sea front, with - Kinsey hoped - thick walls for whoever got placed next door to them. She opened the windows, the scent of sea salt in the air luxurious after the stuffiness of the tour bus.  
They played that night in a big venue, sounded by gorgeous architecture, right by Yale, the crowd full of hyped up students. Their set felt fired up, full of energy, the audience clearly obsessed with Cassidy as she gleamed under the lights. Kinsey watched her, watched the audience, watched the lights all around them. She could almost taste what it was going to be like when the crowd was there just for them. The roar of stadiums shouting their names.
Right before Honeybaked went on, Coral rounded them up.  
“We’re on the home stretch now,” she told them. “This is usually when someone gets sick, or breaks a damn ankle going on stage because we’re all getting tired. “ She didn’t look tired, she looked fucking radiant, but it was true that everyone else was getting wearier every time the adrenaline of their set wore off. “No hanging around tonight. Head off now and get some rest.”
Cassidy and Lane were clearly not about to argue against an excuse to sneak off to the hotel early, but Kinsey frowned. Coral never really did the mother hen thing, content to let them fuck around and live the consequences as long as they showed up and were damn professionals on stage. 
“I’m good-” Kinsey started, but Coral just pointed at her with one long elegant finger.
“Especially you,” she said, fixing her in place with a stern glare. “Get your ass out that door right now or we’re going to have words.”
Kinsey blinked. She didn’t know what she’d done to deserve that level of censure, but she sure as hell knew she wasn’t about to argue with Coral Fucking Sanchez.
Eliza and Franklin had already vanished by the time Kinsey and Cassidy had grabbed their bags from the dressing room, so the two of them, plus Lane, headed out together. They found their way back through the rabbit warren of halls backstage to the performer’s exit. There was a short flight of concrete steps to the parking lot and they were halfway down the exit stairs when Kinsey froze. A lone figure stood waiting at the bottom, fingers tucking back auburn hair in the low streetlight. Rosalie looked up and met Kinsey’s eyes.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
“Rosalie?” Cassidy shrieked. “Oh my god!  Is Savannah here too?”
Rosalie swallowed. She struggled to drag her eyes off Kinsey, who seemed to have frozen on the stairs. She wore that damn leather jacket she looked so good in, her silky hair spilling over her shoulders, her face perfectly still and her eyes completely unreadable.
“Hey,” Rosalie said, fighting to keep the nerves from showing in her voice. “Uh, no, it’s just me.”
Cassidy hesitated. She’d looked ready to jump down and hug her but Rosalie’s response seemed to give her pause as she clearly picked up on the tension crackling in the air. 
“You came all the way up to Connecticut to hear us play?” she asked, frowning slightly.
Rosalie took a breath.
“Actually,” she said, “I’ve come to see Kinsey.”
Lane looked at her, then at Kinsey, then back at her again. She saw understanding dawn in their eyes, their jaw going a little tight. Rosalie had just steeled herself against the weirdness of it when they met her eyes directly and gave one short nod, like okay sure, makes sense. A small flicker of warmth hit her chest.  
Cassidy, though, seemed lost. Then her mouth fell open.
“You’re her.” She gaped at Rosalie. “Oh my god, it’s you! You’re the one who kept sleeping with her and refusing to commit.” She whirled and stared open-mouthed at Kinsey. “This whole time, it’s been Rosalie?” 
Kinsey gave her a little rueful shrug of acknowledgement. Cassidy looked like she was about to come out of her own skin with agitation.
“That’s… a pretty fair summary,” Rosalie said, trying not to wince. “I’ve not been great,” she acknowledged. “And I’m kind of hoping that I’ll get to talk to Kinsey in private, to go through all the ways I fucked up. But I’m here,” her eyes met Kinsey’s again, her heart in her throat, “to tell her how sorry I am. And that if it’s not too late I want nothing more than the chance to just really try,” her voice cracked, “because every single time I see her, I just fall and fall and fall a little deeper.”
Kinsey physically jolted at that. Her lips parted. She didn’t move though, or say a single word and Rosalie’s heart began to fracture.
“I would love to talk further,” she tried again softly, “if you’ll hear me out.”
There was a long beat of silence.
“I’ve heard all I need to hear,” Kinsey said, shortly.  
Rosalie swallowed against the lump in her throat. She felt cold. 
Then Kinsey finally moved and all of a sudden she was right there, desperately beautiful, close enough to touch. Then she was kissing her, fingers in her hair and Rosalie was holding her in by her hips, tasting her warm mouth on a cold night, the firm press of her body anchoring her like home.  
She found herself smiling against her lips, overwhelmed with the sensation of Kinsey, actually there, her arms around her - incredibly - giving her another chance. The terrible ache of the last few years of her life began to recede like a wave, the low thrum of happiness creeping up inside her in its place. When Kinsey slowly pulled back, Rosalie looked up and started laughing. Kinsey followed her gaze to see Cassidy and Lane had each covered the other’s eyes with a firm hand.
“Oh please,” Kinsey said in amused exasperation, “you’re not that traumatized.”
They both dropped their hands.
“Traumatized?” Cassidy widened her eyes. “No. That was just way too fucking hot. There was no way I was letting Lane watch that, considering they’ve had a crush on Rosalie for literally their whole damn life.”
“Oh my god.” Lane gave her an aggrieved look, their face going pink in the streetlight. “I thought we were just being polite and giving the two of them some privacy!”
Rosalie laughed and Kinsey slipped an arm around her waist, a soft, casual claim that made her heart race in a good way. She found she did not want to be let go of.    
“No wonder you wouldn’t tell me about her,” Cassidy looked at Kinsey, her expression gently furious.
“That’s my fault,” Rosalie admitted, tucking her hair back behind her ear. “I’ve been kind of weird about the age gap.”
“Ugh,” said Cassidy, “you’re like ten minutes older, calm down. That’s such a non-excuse for putting her through all of that.”
“Cass,” Kinsey stopped her. Her fingers curled around Rosalie’s hip almost protectively, “I love that you’re pissed for me, but maybe let me do the reckoning?”
“Oh please,” Cassidy scoffed. “It’s so obvious you’re just going to go have a ton of sex and forget all about the reckoning part.”
“If I’m lucky,” Rosalie agreed and Kinsey rolled her eyes. Cassidy gave a short surprised laugh but pulled out her phone and ordered them all a ride.  
Rosalie found herself in the back seat, sandwiched between Lane and Kinsey, something she would have always thought would be desperately awkward, except that Lane appeared entirely relaxed and Kinsey was holding her hand.   
“Oh my god, all that time in Vermont!” Cassidy suddenly squeaked from the front seat.  
“Mm-hm,” Kinsey acknowledged, with a small smile.
“It was before that though,” Lane added their two cents. “Kinsey was all in knots over someone, months before we went to Vermont.” They paused. “Shit, I hope that was Rosalie or I just made things weird.”
Rosalie huffed out a laugh. Kinsey shrugged.
“Just some other girl,” she lied, her dark eyes sparkling and her fingers warm against Rosalie’s.
They went their separate ways in the little hotel lobby, pausing for one awkward minute to say goodnight.
“Guess we’ll see you in the morning, Rosalie,” Cassidy said pointedly, somewhere between teasing and aggravated. Lane only shrugged at Kinsey, gesturing their head towards Rosalie and offering Kinsey a sneaky congratulatory high-five, which she smirked at and accepted. Cassidy squeaked in fake outrage and Rosalie went red but also warm. This was weird. But it was also okay.  
When they got back to Kinsey’s hotel room, Kinsey closed the door and bit her lip. Rosalie’s heart began pounding in anticipation. Any second now someone would be pushed up against the door, their clothes shed to the floor.  
“Do you want a cup of tea?” Kinsey asked. 
Rosalie wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly but Kinsey proceeded to literally make her peppermint tea. She led her straight past the big soft white bed and the invitingly cushy sofa and all the way to the small circular dining table in the corner by the window. There they sat, at a slight angle to each other and sipped from their tea cups.  
“Is this my reckoning?” Rosalie asked her. “Death by lesbian processing?”
Kinsey smiled. She looked devastatingly lovely in the low light of the room, her skin glowing and her lips bitten pink. 
“You wanted to talk further,” Kinsey said, hands curling around the steaming cup, “and I want to hear you.”
Rosalie took a second and fought down her usual panic. If Kinsey had offered to poke her in the eye with a rusty fork instead of having her talk about her feelings she would have gratefully accepted that option. She breathed in, looked at the woman across from her, and thought about what kind of person Kinsey deserved to be with. She thought about what kind of relationship she too had always, secretly, deep down wanted. And then, she made herself talk.
She told Kinsey about therapy. How she’d resisted it forever and how uncomfortable it was. She told her about her therapist, Jean, older, unflappable, empathetic but unfazed, like Rosalie wasn’t fucked up beyond repair, but just a regular person who’d developed perfectly understandable coping mechanisms that no longer served her. She told her some of the basic things Jean had observed.
“Turns out,” she said, “that it’s not normal to have parents who wouldn’t even notice that you hid a literal entire teenage human in your bedroom for four months,” she said wryly. “That actually, you can be fed and housed and still kind of neglected. And that being a child who has to manage your parents’ emotional responses for them isn’t ideal either.”
She told her about the impact of Rachel’s loss, preceded by Travis’s and followed by Savannah’s. Of being cut off adrift and alone, just as she was discovering who she was and how to be in the world. She explained all the things her therapist told her, about avoidant attachment, of fearing abandonment and engulfment all at once - concepts Rosalie understood in a professional capacity but had never allowed herself the space to apply to her own life. And then she talked about how she was changing it.
“I’m not ever going to be perfect at this stuff,” Rosalie said as her story trailed off. “But I can at least see it now, the things that trigger me, the ways to work through it. It’s going to be a lot of practice,” she said, her heart rate speeding up again, “and I’m not always going to get it right, but I wouldn’t be here, I swear, Kinsey, if I didn’t think I could do it.”  
Kinsey sat for a while, unmoving, her fingers fiddling with the delicate handle of her teacup. Her gaze never left Rosalie’s face and Rosalie tried hard to meet it. A trace of anxiety made her fight off a shiver. Would this be enough, for Kinsey? To know that Rosalie wanted to try?
“Listen,” Kinsey said. “You’ve just said like… a whole lot of stuff that I really care about understanding. But can we just focus on the most important point for a second? You lost your virginity with Savannah Grace?”
Rosalie burst out laughing.  
“That’s your take-home message?”
“I mean, yeah,“ Kinsey breathed. “You and Savannah had sex. I’m going to need to take a whole big minute about that.” Her face looked dreamy.
“Are you done?” Rosalie asked, her eyebrows raised, after giving her said minute.
Kinsey slowly shook her head in wonder. “I might never be. That’s a whole one degree of separation I’m going to reflect on forever.”  
“We were literally seventeen,” Rosalie said. “Before you get carried away.”
“Sure,” said Kinsey, “and now you’re both grown adult women who are spectacularly hot and I may never be the same again.”  
“Well,” said Rosalie drily, “I’m glad to hear you’re so desperately concerned about the potential impact of my lifelong attachment trauma on our relationship.”
Kinsey laughed.  
“Rosalie,” she said seriously. “I appreciate you telling me everything. I know how uncomfortable that must feel for you. But you coming here in the first place, saying words like our relationship and kissing me in front of my friends…that’s pretty much everything I ever daydreamed about.” Under the table, her ankles hooked around Rosalie’s, making her feel desperately warm. “What I’m hoping,” she continued slowly, “is that I can keep getting to know you and understand you more. That’s all I ever wanted. Not to trap you. Not to set you up to fall. Not to push you somewhere you don’t want to be. I just want to know you.”
Rosalie blinked back unexpected tears. She fought back the voice in her head yelling at her to run, telling her she didn’t want to be truly known, that if Kinsey really did truly know her she might not want her. Rosalie took a second to thank the voice - it was just young Rosalie trying to keep her safe after all - and reminded her that times had changed now. Maybe, it was finally time for a different approach.    
“Letting you in is scary,” she admitted. “But I want it more than anything.” 
They gazed at each other in the soft light.  
“God,” said Kinsey, “it’s really lucky I’m so perfect.”
Rosalie snorted.
“I actually suspect you’re a little avoidant yourself,” she said. “It’s probably partly why we’re so attracted to each other.”
“Is that a bad thing?” Kinsey frowned. “I mean, I know I’ve definitely fucked up here too, by the way,” she added, tucking her hair back as she looked across at her. “I made things about a thousand times worse than they needed to be.”
“We’ve probably both got shit to work on,” Rosalie agreed. “But I also think it might be part of why we could be so great together. We’ll definitely respect each other’s independence and space, which is something a lot of couples struggle with.”
“Couples.” Kinsey’s eyes went wide. “Relationship. Are you going to pass out?”
“Are you?” Rosalie raised her eyebrows.  
Kinsey bit her lip. “Honestly? I’m incredibly turned on right now.”
Rosalie’s mouth went dry. “Oh?” 
“Mmhmm,” Kinsey watched her. Rosalie tried not to fidget.
“Do you think I’ve been adequately reckoned with?” she asked.
Kinsey considered her.  
“Not remotely,” she said. “But I’m going to need you to come to bed with me for that.”
Rosalie wet her lip with her tongue out of sheer nervous hunger. Kinsey kicked back her chair so fast Rosalie had barely made it to her feet before Kinsey pressed her up against the cold window frame to kiss her. A whimper escaped her at how good it felt, Kinsey’s mouth on hers, her firm body against her own, the way Rosalie’s back just couldn’t seem to not arch in response to her touch.  
They made out hungrily, Kinsey’s fingers encircling her wrist as she led Rosalie back across the room. Rosalie pushed herself back to recline against the pillows, biting her lip, so ready for more. Kinsey took a moment, just gazing at her, tension crackling in the air between them.
“God,” she murmured, “my life would have been so much easier these last few months if you weren’t so fucking beautiful.” 
Then she was there, pressed right up against her and Rosalie let herself get lost in the scent of her hair, the warmth of her skin, the heat of her kiss, the desperate intimacy of her smile against her neck. Rosalie’s shirt disappeared, then her jeans, Kinsey’s mouth hot against the lace of her bra, until finally they were both naked. Rosalie reveled in the sensation: all that silky bare skin on skin, Kinsey’s arms around her, firm thigh between her thighs, her hands on Kinsey’s ass, sliding down over the shape of her, both of their hips moving, firm fingers making her gasp, slippery wet heat as she pressed back, both of them crying out as they reclaimed each other.
“Kinsey,” she whispered, feeling almost frantic. “God, baby, I want to feel you come so bad.”
Kinsey shuddered, hard.
“I’m so close,” she gasped as they moved against each other. “Look at me,” she ordered and Rosalie met her eyes, her own gaze hazy with desperate pleasure, right on the edge. Kinsey’s fingers twisted just slightly and she started to lose it. Sparks fired along every nerve ending, waves building. Rosalie forced herself not to close her eyes, even as she began to convulse with heat. Kinsey gasped again, raggedly as they watched each other, her free hand clutching Rosalie’s face, her expression almost shocked with the intensity, both of them coming together, legs wrapped around each other, gasping into each other’s mouths.    
Rosalie pulled her in tightly, panting, her body still shuddering like she couldn’t quite stop coming.  
“I’ve never done that before,” she gasped in wonder. Kinsey held her close.
“Too intimate?” she asked, her face buried in her neck.
“Yeah.” Rosalie couldn’t seem to let go of her; she felt like she might never want to.  
“Well,” Kinsey admitted, “me either. But I think mostly because I’ve never felt so in tune with someone I find this fucking hot.”
Rosalie smiled against her shoulder. She liked the idea they’d somehow still had a first left to share with each other. 
“You like it when I call you baby,” she observed, as her breathing steadied.
“Mm,” Kinsey murmured against her skin. “It’s so… tender. Makes me feel like I’m yours.”
“That’s exactly why I like saying it.” Rosalie pulled Kinsey’s face up for a kiss. She loved the soft, vulnerable look in her eyes, the almost embarrassed pleasure on her face. “God,” she whispered, “you’re so pretty after you’ve come.”
Kinsey pulled her down on top of her, half to hide her face, half starting to work them up all over again, her hands already exploring, her kiss heated. Then she paused and pulled back, suddenly going still.  
“I slept with someone else,” she said. “I thought I wasn’t going to see you again.”
Rosalie swallowed. She fought down the voice that said this was over before it started, that maybe she was never going to get what she wanted, that maybe in fact, she was crazy to be here at all, with a twenty-six year old musician on tour.       
“Was it Cassidy?” she asked, pulling aside to lie next to her, but not letting go.   
“No. We’ve never had sex. I thought about that too, though.” Kinsey wound the sheets tight between her fingers. “But our friendship is more important than that.”
“Okay,” Rosalie said, taking a deep breath despite the tightness lingering in her chest. “Well, we weren’t together,” she pointed out. “You were free to do what you wanted.”
“It was just a one off,” Kinsey said, “a random girl in Florida. And,” she bit her lip, “it made me so fucking sad. I just wanted so badly for it to be you.” 
Her eyes were big. Suddenly Rosalie felt nothing but a rush of tenderness. Kinsey wasn’t putting up a barrier; she was letting her in. She reached across the bed, stroking back her hair and cupping her face.
“Baby,” she murmured deliberately, the first time she’d said it not in the heat of the moment. She watched it land, Kinsey’s lips parting. “It’s okay. As long as you’re here with me now and you can tell me that you want to be mine.”
“Oh,” whispered Kinsey, her voice adamant, “I’m yours.”  
“I’m going to make sure of it,” Rosalie said softly, then kissed her way down her body. Kinsey gasped, her back arching, as Rosalie’s mouth claimed her and claimed her and claimed her some more.



Before
“Disgusting,” Rosalie said nose wrinkled at Savannah.  
“Ew,” Savannah agreed, looking right back at her.
They both smirked. They were dressed identically, in bright red dresses cut for maximum cleavage and maximum glimpse of thigh, because who else could comfortably pull off full sex in her bridesmaids without a fear of being upstaged but Coral Sanchez?
“You’re definitely going to get laid at the reception,” Savannah informed her frankly as she surveyed Rosalie practically spilling out of the dress. Rosalie screwed up her nose.
“No thanks,” she said. “I’m good.”  
Savannah shrugged. “Well I definitely am.” Her lower lip quirked with the confident anticipation of an extremely hot human being with an extremely attentive fiancé. Rosalie rolled her eyes.  
“Well that’s a given,” she agreed. Savannah and Brynn always had that look about them, like the sex was not just good but goddamned holy.  
It all seemed like an alien concept to Rosalie by now. It was almost two years since she’d last had sex and since she was pretty confident she was done with relationships anyway, she was more or less content to leave it that way. Maybe she’d become a nun. Maybe she’d be alone so long she’d turn into a virgin all over again. Probably she’d die alone. Maybe she wouldn’t even care. All of it seemed possible.    
Savannah looped her arm through hers and together they wandered through the grounds of the sprawling Nashville estate Savannah and Brynn called home. Coral’s wedding was taking place in the vineyard.
“Son of a biscuit.” Savannah lost twenty years of sophistication in a heartbeat as they rounded the corner and saw Coral, just getting the finishing touches on her hair. Rosalie could only agree. She understood their dresses now; Coral was just trying to throw them a bone, so they didn’t look downright dowdy. Coral outshone them by about eight miles of gleaming sex-drenched couture.    
“Noah is going to die,” Rosalie warned Coral. “Like literally. Are you sure you want to kill him before you’ve even married him?”
Coral laughed, her dark eyes sparkling with glee and joy. “Oh, he’s got you all fooled by his soft side,” she said, “but he’s made of stronger stuff than that.” Her voice went sultry.    
Rosalie smiled but swallowed a lump in her throat. She was thrilled for Coral - beyond thrilled - to see her strong, independent friend find her perfect match, but frankly it was hard sometimes being surrounded by people so gleaming with love and lust.  
She watched Noah change color as Coral fixed her eyes on him as she drifted down the aisle.  
“Oh shit,” she heard him stutter, the sound of a man understanding on a cellular level, exactly how lucky he was. Brynn stood beside him as best man but she seemed to have forgotten her role in the ceremony because the gaze between her and Savannah in that damn dress never once stopped crackling with heat.
The ceremony was a dream but as the couple said, ‘I do,’ something in Rosalie cracked. If Coral, her fiercest and most staunchly single of friends had jumped across the divide, then why couldn’t she? She put her loneliness aside and let her love for her friend take the lead as she watched Noah kiss her with a kind of joyful awe in his face and she felt her eyes fill with tears at the sight.  
Afterward, Rosalie found herself alone at the edge of the dance floor, having rebuffed the hopeful advances of one of the groomsmen. Amongst the swaying couples she could see Coral cheek-to-cheek with her new husband, and Brynn with her hands on Savannah’s waist, pulling her in close.  She sighed.  
“Gross,” said a voice from beside her and Rosalie smiled.
“It is, isn’t it?” she agreed. 
Lane sniffed, adjusting their suit. They’d started filling out since going on T, their new muscles attracting some admiring glances. Rosalie loved seeing Lane become more and more themself the older they grew, buoyed by all the love and support in their life.
“Weddings are ridiculous,” Lane said, rolling their eyes. “Like what, you’re really going to love one person for the rest of your life? Who even believes that?”
Rosalie shrugged. Privately she agreed, but part of her still had her Role Model hat on and as the first grownup Lane had ever trusted, her opinion still shaped them.
“I don’t know,” she said. “Don’t you think it’s kind of romantic to know it’s hard as hell but to try anyway?”
Lane raised one eyebrow. “Is that what you really believe?” Lane was too smart for their own good, that had always been their problem.
“No,” Rosalie sighed, pushed into a moment of truth. Lane smirked. “But I do think that love is worth it, whether it lasts for fifty years,” she looked over at her friends as they danced, “or for five.”
“Five months?” Lane suggested.  Rosalie watched their gaze zero in on a cute girl across the room. “How about five hours? Five minutes?”  
Rosalie nudged them with her elbow.  
“You,” she said, “are far too young to be this cynical.”
Lane just laughed.
When the town car dropped her off it was almost 3AM. She’d asked the driver to drop her off at the end of the street, enjoying the fresh air as she swayed down the sidewalk, the taste of champagne lingering on her tongue. It had been a stunning wedding and a glorious night. She’d been supposed to stay the night in one of the many, many spare rooms at Savannah and Brynn’s mansion but she’d found herself longing for home.  
She’d once imagined her own wedding, back when she was very young. It had felt like a weird concept, even back then, but she’d liked the idea of that moment, when the whole party was wrapped up and the guests had all gone. She imagined what it might feel like, waking up the next morning and knowing you had your person, your partner in crime, right there to hold your hand forever. Knowing you’d both go back to your lives stronger because there wasn’t one thing you’d ever have to face alone again.  
That wasn’t how relationships had ever felt to Rosalie. Instead, it felt exactly like being alone - even with someone right there in her bed - only lonelier, for never feeling seen.  
She thought of Savannah and Brynn’s wedding in four months and the other news Savannah had whispered in her ear tonight, her tone hopeful, despite all the loss that had come before. She could already see it, Savannah glowing with new life, flowers in her hair, kissing Brynn under the summer sky.  
Rosalie wiped back an unexpected tear at the same moment she heard a small squeak. She frowned. The squeak sounded from inside a local coffee shop’s dumpster, out on the curb for collection. She wasn’t the biggest fan of rodents, but she didn’t think they should get tipped into a trash compactor either. 
When the sound came again, she flinched and gripped the dumpster handle. Mindful of her expensive red dress, she heaved open the lid, waiting for whatever it was to come scurrying out, but nothing moved.  
She peered in and a rustle came from the far corner, something struggling to move. She gasped. It wasn’t a rodent, but a kitten: filthy, small and bedraggled, the remains of a plastic bag tangled around its hind legs.
“Oh,” she whispered and it squeaked again as she reached gingerly into the trash to pull it out. The little creature mewed, nestling against her neck for warmth as she struggled to free it. “Okay,” she said, trying to stay calm as the slightly sticky, probably flea-ridden and definitely bad-smelling little thing butted its head against her chin. She pulled it away and looked at it in the dark. It looked… bad. 
“Oh buddy.” She flinched. “You’re so…gross. Okay. Okay, we got this.”
She walked the rest of the way home trying not to let the creature touch her face, then with extreme care bathed the little thing in her bathroom sink, a scenario the creature did not appreciate remotely. After applying a couple of bandaids to her fingers and then towel drying the kitten, she surveyed it as it hungrily demolished a small can of tuna she’d found. Honestly it didn’t look a whole lot better even after the bath. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was starting to feel hungover or if it really just was the weirdest cat she’d ever seen. There was also an odd little kink in his stumpy tail that made her wonder if it was broken.  
Both utterly exhausted, she fell asleep to its outsized rumbling purr as it pushed its face into her neck from beside the pillow.  
The next morning she took it to a vet, where it was announced the kitten was a boy, his tail was indeed broken, and he was a chimera.  
“A what?”
“He would have started out as two embryos, but essentially absorbed both DNA,” the vet explained.
“He ate his twin?” Rosalie stared with faint horror at the small being currently climbing the vet’s arm like a tree.
The vet laughed as she tried to disentangle its claws from her scrubs.
“I mean, kind of. It explains why his eyes are different colors and his coat is too.” She then went on to point out the extra toes on his front feet - “he’s also a polydactyl!” - and the intensity of his fluff. “He’s a maine coon for sure, so he’s going to be a giant. Absolutely massive by the looks of those wooly feet.”
“Right,” said Rosalie. “Well, you’ll find someone who’ll adopt him, won’t you?”
The vet frowned. “Unfortunately, it’s kitten season. The shelters are overflowing right now. And he’s, well, he’s not exactly… um…” She looked awkward, her words petering out. “He’s not really an instant winner, to look at, is he?”
Rosalie folded her arms across her chest. “He’s fine! He’s got great…” she squinted at him, “…whiskers.”  
The two of them studied the kitten. His whiskers were out of control, at least four times the length required. They also seemed to be slightly tangled up in the intense amount of ear hair he had.
“Oh fuck,” she said after a minute. “I’m taking him home, aren’t I?”
The vet gave him pain relief for his tail, then vaccinated, microchipped, and flea-treated him so fast Rosalie barely knew what was happening, before she was handing over her credit card and standing outside the clinic doors holding a new cat carrier, blinking in the sunlight.   
“Well,” she announced to Lemonade with a sigh, as they arrived back home. “Home sweet home, I guess.”
To her intense shock, she liked having the little creature around. The vet was right though, he didn’t stay small for long. Within months she had a large cat and then a small lion prowling around her home, terrifying her by waking her up in the night trying to sleep on her head, or practically crushing her legs when he curled up in her lap. She enjoyed coming home and having someone running to greet her. He was a steady presence in his own way: relaxed, lazy and - at least when compared with another human - he had very few demands of her.    
“I guess this was always going to be my fate eventually.” She scratched his chin as they sat on the couch together. “I’m thirty-six and single. I am a lesbian,” she mused, “though as it turns out, entirely incapable of falling in love and being loved back by another human. So it looks like it’s about time I embraced my inner cat lady and died alone. At least this way if I trip and fall in my own home, you’ll get to nibble on my carcass, right?”
Lemonade squinted his odd-colored eyes and straight up smiled. Rosalie knew it, as deeply as she’d ever known anything in her life. Her fate was sealed. 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
The morning was clear and cool as Kinsey pulled open the windows. She leaned out into the sea breeze, the ocean as blue and calm as a lake. Then she turned back to the real view. Morning light spilled over Rosalie, her lovely hair a little wild, nothing but a sheet covering her body as she sipped a steaming coffee. Kinsey realized for the first time what the feeling that kept welling up inside her was.  
“What’s that smile?” Rosalie looked up and caught her gaze.
“None of your business,” Kinsey said, slipping back between the sheets and picking up her own coffee to sip. Rosalie narrowed her eyes, but stroked her hand over her thigh under the sheets. “When do you have to go back?” 
Rosalie hesitated.  
“I mean,” she said, then she bit her lip. Kinsey raised her eyebrows. Rosalie looked skyward. “I have work on Monday,” she started again. Kinsey waited.
“It’s Saturday morning,” Kinsey pointed out. “Do you have a flight to catch?”
“I kind of don’t,” Rosalie admitted. “I got as far as booking a flight to see you, but I didn’t know how this was going to go. So I just… didn’t plan.”
“Are you telling me I get to keep you for a whole day and another night?” Kinsey had forgotten how to play it cool, her entire body turning to look at her.
Rosalie tucked her hair back, a small smile on her lips at Kinsey’s barely held in excitement.  
“I guess I am.”
“We’re headed up to Providence later this afternoon-”
“I know,” Rosalie interrupted, “I stalked your tour dates to figure out how to find you.”
Kinsey’s grin spilled out unstoppably.
“Rosalie Carlson. Are you angling for a ride on the fucking tour bus?”
“Ugh,” Rosalie said, pulling her down on top of her to kiss, “shut up and just take me with you.”
They ate breakfast in a little cafe at the waterfront, then wandered the beach past the lighthouse, Kinsey literally nearly dying when Rosalie slipped her fingers through hers as they walked.  
They picked up Rosalie’s bag from her completely unslept-in hotel room and met the tour bus right before it was due to depart. They had just boarded the steps together, when a voice shouted down the bus at them.
“Kinsey!” Coral yelled, “what are the fucking rules?” Kinsey blinked, hesitating, as Coral arrived in the aisle midway down the bus, her hand on her hip looking ferocious. “No groupies on the tour bus!” 
Rosalie laughed out loud, her green eyes sparkling bright. She grabbed Kinsey’s hand, jerking her into a pair of empty seats and pulling Kinsey against her body like a human shield.
Coral stalked down the aisle, pushing her way into the seat behind theirs. Her expression cracked immediately into a blinding smile as Rosalie nudged Kinsey away from her to stand up so the two women could embrace tightly over the back of the seat.  
“Never really pegged you as a cougar,” Coral teased Rosalie who rolled her eyes. “Suits you though. You’re glowing.” Coral cocked her head at Kinsey. “What did you do to her?” Kinsey simply raised her eyebrows and Coral laughed.
“That’s why you scared the crap out of me and ordered me out the door last night,” Kinsey said, turning in her seat to gape at Coral.
“Yeah, that was an orchestrated ambush,” Coral informed her with a smirk. “She’s into you, but not enough to wait out in the cold all damn night.”  
“What did she even say to you?” Kinsey wished she’d been a fly on the wall for that conversation.
“She called and told me she needed to seduce my opening act drummer and have her way with her.” Coral shrugged. “Standard Rosalie shit. So I threw you to the lions.”
“Well,” Kinsey said, deliberately widening her eyes to look as doe like as possible. “Thank you.”  
Coral cackled and Rosalie sank down in her seat, more than a little pink, pulling Kinsey in close again. The bus jerked into gear and Coral went back to her seat.  
“It’s possible you’re enjoying this a little too much,” Rosalie said.
“It only just hit me how ridiculously cool you are,” Kinsey said. “Friends with both Savannah Grace and Coral Sanchez before they even got famous. You like to disguise it but you’re a fucking hipster,” she accused.  
Rosalie laughed and Kinsey couldn’t stop her smile at how much she liked this version of Rosalie, the one with the mischievous eyes who was more than comfortable on a tour bus full of musicians. She tugged her in and kissed her.
“I honestly have no idea how I didn’t notice you two were fucking.” They pulled back to see that Cassidy had arrived into the seat in front of them, sitting up on her knees to observe them. She fixed her blue eyes sharply on Rosalie. “Did she give you hell?” she asked hopefully.  
“She did,” Rosalie said, her face completely straight. Kinsey wondered if for Rosalie just being invited to talk about her inner self was in fact, her idea of hell. She loved that she had done it anyway.    
“Okay good,” Cassidy approved. “So you’re sorted?” She looked from one to the other. Kinsey met her eye and nodded, barely able to hold back her happiness. Cassidy smiled widely. “Great. Because you look fucking amazing together. It took me a minute to get my head around it, but now that I see it… I really see it.”
“She’s like, obsessed with you,” Lane announced, sliding in beside their girlfriend. “She’s got your whole lives together planned out for you now, in case you need any pointers.”
Rosalie quivered slightly beside her, but when Kinsey turned to look at her  she saw that it was with held-back laughter.  
“I do not,” Cassidy huffed. “All I said was that the two of you are a good match. Kinsey could do with a mature, stable partner when our lives start to get insane soon enough and Rosalie could use the excitement.”
Rosalie burst out laughing, her hand sliding into Kinsey’s.  
“You know, Cassie,” she said, “I’m pretty sure you’re right.”

That night, they all hung out backstage before they were due to go on and Kinsey felt like her heart could burst. Her band was about to play, Cassidy and Lane were goofing around looking adorable and Rosalie was sitting in her lap, eyes lit up, laughing at something Coral said, sparkling with happiness and so damn pretty Kinsey could die. 
It felt like everything.
Just before they were due to play, Rosalie kissed her on the mouth in front of everyone, then dragged Lane with her to go smoosh into the crowd and see them play from the audience. When the lights came on and the crowd gave them a roar Kinsey found she could barely stop smiling. They played a great set, Kinsey understanding now why Cassidy lit up on stage so brightly, knowing there was someone out there in the crowd with eyes only for you.  
Afterward Rosalie stole her away into a dark corner backstage to make out.
“I love your band,” she said from under her lashes. “Want to come home with me?”
They fled for the hotel.
Rosalie took a flight home the next afternoon, Kinsey kissing her goodbye as the cab driver tapped her fingers impatiently on the door frame.
“Wait for me?” Kinsey teased her, as if she were staying away for a year. Rosalie smirked, her fingers still hooked through the belt loops of Kinsey’s jeans.  
“I’ll consider it,” she said. “If you remember to call once in a while.”
Kinsey shrugged. “I mean… I’ll try.” 
“Cool, whatever.” Rosalie shrugged back.
She got into the cab and Kinsey watched as it disappeared, then she pulled out her phone and called. Rosalie picked up instantly.
“I’m in love with you,” Kinsey said, unable to stop smiling. She listened for exactly one, sharp inhaled breath, and then she hung up.  
Two seconds later, her phone rang. She let it go to voicemail a handful of times, but Rosalie kept calling.  
“You asshole,” she said when Kinsey eventually picked up. She waited for a beat, then took a breath. “I’m in love with you too.”
They listened to each other breathe for a minute. Kinsey was pretty sure she was smiling so loudly Rosalie could hear it.  
“Cool,” she said.

Two weeks later the tour bus arrived back in Nashville and as Kinsey stepped down off the bus, she saw Rosalie in the early evening light, leaning back against her car, waiting for her. She straightened up when her eyes found Kinsey’s, lips parting in a smile that made her heart crack.  Kinsey pressed her all the way back against the car, kissing her deeply, hearing Coral call get a room on her way past as Rosalie’s hands pulled her in slightly lower than appropriate and stayed there.  
Suddenly Rosalie pulled back.
“Hey, Cassidy!” she called and Kinsey looked over to where her bandmate was walking by, hand-in-hand with Lane. “What’s Kinsey’s last name? She still refuses to tell me.”
Cassidy laughed.  
“Ugh,” she said, “it’s Fox,” she rolled her eyes dramatically.  
Rosalie gave her an incredulous look.
“Are you serious?”
“I know, right?” Cassidy agreed. “Apparently Hot Bitch was already taken when her ancestors arrived.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Rosalie narrowed her eyes at Kinsey, looking thoroughly put out, even as Kinsey laughed.  
Rosalie took her home to her own apartment and looked around the place as Kinsey flicked on lights and opened windows, the space already feeling more lived in just by having her walk through the doors.  
“Huh,” she said, as Kinsey dumped the entire contents of her duffle bag into the washing machine. “It’s cute. Practically looks like a grownup lives here.”
Kinsey rolled her eyes. “And,” she added, “not a single roommate.” 
She kissed Rosalie’s smirk and left her to poke through her things while she put fresh sheets on her bed. When she came back out Rosalie was on the couch, her bare feet stretched out in front of her, phone in hand.
“I was going to order us takeout,” she said, “since I can only assume your cupboards are alarmingly bare.” Kinsey hung in the doorway, just looking at her, a crooked smile on her face. “What?” she said, when she looked up. “What?” She started to laugh as Kinsey still didn’t speak. “Surely you didn’t miss me that much,  it was barely even a couple of weeks.”
Kinsey came over and climbed on top of her, kissing her down into the cushions.
“Did you even notice I was gone?” Kinsey asked, as Rosalie slid her hands into her hair, kissing her back, her eyes both warm and definitely hungry.
“Barely,” she denied, then reached down to pull Kinsey’s t-shirt up over her head, a small sound of desire escaping her throat as she ran her fingers over her torso. Kinsey swallowed a gasp as she cupped her through her bra, already teasing her with her thumb.
“So you can wait then?” Kinsey asked. “I don’t need to take you to bed any time soon?”
Rosalie’s eyes flicked up to hers for just a second before Kinsey started kissing her throat making her breath catch.
“I…” she managed, before Kinsey kissed her again and her hips tilted up against her, legs coming up to wrap around hers.
“What I’m hearing you say, quite clearly, is that you’d like me to make you come with my actual mouth, rather than just the words that come out of it,” she said, referencing the sheer amount of phone sex they’d had in the last two weeks. Rosalie’s gaze became extremely focussed all of a sudden. She frowned.
“Can’t it be both?” 
Kinsey smirked and pulled her up off the couch.
Rosalie looked every bit as good in Kinsey’s bed as she’d daydreamed she would, her pale skin bare in the fading light, her gaze locked to Kinsey’s face as she gasped with pleasure, her red hair tumbling over the pillows as her spine arched. The expression in her lovely eyes as she clutched tight to Kinsey afterward made her heart want to explode. A realization hit her like a flaming arrow.
“This is really happening, isn’t it?” she whispered, holding Rosalie tight, her chest filling with awe.
Rosalie looked up at her. She bit her lip, then smiled.
“Yeah,” she said slowly, like a revelation. “It really is.”



Chapter Thirty
Savannah Grace looked around and smiled. Between her little sister’s album release tonight and her wife’s ongoing tour, she was spending a hell of a lot of time backstage these days, but she didn’t mind it one bit.
Emmeline had turned one last week, a milestone she’d celebrated by quite suddenly taking her first wobbly steps across the living room floor, Brynn bursting into happy shocked tears at the sight. Savannah understood the urge. Their daughter was less of a baby every day and while Savannah too mourned the loss of what they both had agreed would be her last baby, she also found a blooming freedom within Emmeline’s slow wobble towards independence.  
Every spare second of the day Savannah was writing. She wrote early in the morning before the household woke; she wrote gazing out the window on Brynn’s tour bus; she wrote in hotel rooms after the kids fell asleep; she wrote with her wife on stolen walks together through strange towns, hand in hand, forever in love with Brynn’s words, her mind, her smile, her voice. She had about eight albums worth of songs already and she knew it would only be a matter of time before the wheel turned again and it was her own tour they’d be on.
Tonight though, she was so damn excited, proud, and nervous it might as well be her own first album launch. Cassidy, epically gorgeous and straight up terrified, shivered beside her as they hung in the wings. The opening act was about halfway through their set and Cassidy vibrated with tension. Savannah cast around for some way to calm her, her gaze snagging on Coral heading their way and smiled.
Coral took one glance at Cassidy and laughed.
“Remind you of anyone?” she said to Savannah, who breathed out a wry laugh, shaking her head. Cassidy looked between them in askance. “This one here,” Coral inclined her head toward Savannah, “literally nearly died the night of our first ever album launch.”
“You did?” Cassidy asked. Her teeth were clenched tight, her whole body jittering.
“More or less,” Savannah said. “I was insanely nervous.”
“You?” Cassidy asked, mouth slightly agape. Savannah shrugged. They’d only been back in each other’s lives a little over a year; her sister’s view of Savannah was still skewed at times.  
“Honey when I say literally, I mean literally,” Coral continued. “She was so focused on not fucking up she tripped over a speaker on the way to the stage and fell flat on her face.” Cassidy laughed, thrilled as always by any story that showed her sister in a less than flattering light. “It was barely out of view of the audience,” Coral’s face was smug. “By the time we checked that she wasn’t concussed the crowd was wild. They thought she was just making an epically drawn-out dramatic entrance.”
“Oh my god,” Cassidy’s eyes widened, “now I’m terrified to even walk. What if you just jinxed me?”
“Baby girl it doesn’t matter.” Coral’s smile broadened. “That’s what I’m telling you. Savannah sang the first four songs with a big red floor mark on her forehead and no one cared because she sang like the damn pro that she is. And you will too. You’ve got that magic. The crowd out there?” She gestured to the roar of approval that went up as the opening act finished another song. “They already love you. You’ve already won them over, that’s why they’re here. You’ve done the hard work and tonight you just get to enjoy it.”
Right before Cassidy went on stage Savannah grabbed her and smacked a kiss on her forehead.
“You’ve got this,” she said. “After all, you’re a Grace too. Go show them what you’ve got.”
Cassidy squared her shoulders like football player at the superbowl. She nodded. Kinsey gave her a salute and a stupidly stunning grin over her shoulder as she sauntered out, the crowd roaring. She took her place behind the drum kit, Eliza and Franklin beaming as they took their own spots. Savannah saw the exact moment her baby sister turned into a star. It was exactly three seconds after she stepped out of the wings, the crowd screaming for her and her smile glowing. Without warning, Savannah found herself beginning to cry.
Warm arms slipped around her from behind, her wife tugging her back against her body.  
“She’ll be alright you know,” Brynn murmured in her ear. “After all, she’s got us.”
Savannah leaned back against her, appreciating the way her wife always just seemed to know. She knew it wasn’t luck or psychic ability; Brynn just paid unfailing attention. She wiped her tears, watching as her sister twinkled, and glowed, playing her heart out to a packed stadium.
“Actually,” Savannah said after a while, “I’m crying because she’s better than me.”
Brynn laughed low in her ear.
“No way in hell,” Brynn said, squeezing her tight. “There’ll only ever be one Savannah Grace.”
“Thank you, Nashville!” Cassidy’s smile was blinding as the crowd screamed for her, already two thirds of the way through their set. “Thank you for being here tonight! Thank you for supporting us, we love you so much.” 
The crowd roared and Cassidy looked down for a beat, then back up at the crowd, catching her breath from their last song. “My mom taught me how to sing,” she told the crowd. “We've had a rocky road together, but she’s here with us tonight.” 
Savannah blinked, her heart seizing. Cassidy was looking out at the crowd. “Hey Mom.” Cassidy waved and the crowd cheered. “My sister, though,” she tucked her hair back, a mischievous quirk to her lips, “my sister taught me everything else. She’s a singer too, you know.” 
Savannah froze in Brynn’s arms, squeezing her wife’s fingers so hard they turned white. 
“She’s also here tonight. She’s pretty shy so she’s going to be real mad at me for doing this but I’m going to call her out on stage for a duet.” Cassidy raised her hands for the crowd to roar. “What do you reckon, Nashville?”
The crowd screamed encouragingly and Savannah turned in Brynn’s arms in shock. Her wife was smiling.
“Is she for real? Did you know about this?” Savannah asked.
A stagehand passed over a mic before Brynn could reply. Savannah stepped closer to the stage edge staring at her sister. Are you sure? she mouthed from the wings.
“Oh, she looks nervous.” Cassidy gave her a sideways grin and spoke into the mic. “Everyone, please be very kind and welcome to the stage, my big sister, Savannah Grace.”
The crowd lost their minds. Savannah walked out on stage for the first time in over a year to ear splitting applause and straight into the arms of her sister.
“I love you,” she murmured in her ear. “You’re fucking crazy.”
Cassidy squeezed her tight.
“Told you I’d find a way to ride your coattails.” Cassidy pulled back grinning and Savannah burst into laughter. The band kicked in to Dumb and Rich off Savannah’s first solo album and for the first time, ever, they sang together. It sounded awesome, their voices in natural harmony like they were legitimately born of the same damn mama. Savannah just barely managed not to cry, Cassidy glowing like she was living her very best of daydreams.  
When the song finished, she hugged her sister again, then raised her mic.
“I love you Cassidy Carver, you’re a goddamned firecracker… but if you beat me at the CMAs next year we’re going to have words,” she said and the crowd roared, while Cassidy laughed. “Also, hi Mom?” 
She waved out at the crowd tentatively, listening to them laugh but also wondering what it meant that the woman who’d raised them and rejected them was here tonight. She hoped it was a good thing, that maybe it was the beginning of something better for all of them. She blew a kiss at the crowd and left her sister to her adoring fans.
“I’ve got one more thing to say,” Cassidy said into the mic and Savannah turned back in the wings to watch, “and that’s fuck the drag ban.” The crowd roared. “No,” she said, over the noise, “I fucking mean it. Fuck the drag ban, fuck hurting trans kids, fuck all the laws hurting trans and queer people.” 
A chill slipped down Savannah’s spine. Cassidy looked fierce and fearless where she stood under the bright lights of the stage, thousands of faces staring up at her.  
“My boyfriend is trans non-binary,” Cassidy said, “I’m queer. Kinsey’s queer,” she threw a look over her shoulder at her drummer who blew her a kiss as whistles rang out from the crowd. “She’s taken though, so please stop throwing panties at the stage all the time, it’s a fucking trip hazard.” 
The crowd laughed and Cassidy waited for them to finish, waited until her words rang out clear and undeniable. 
“We’re a queer band,” she said. “And if you’re not for queer people, if you’re not for trans rights then we’re not for you. You can leave.”  
Savannah held her breath. Part of her thought Cassidy was committing country music career suicide. Part of her felt ashamed that it had taken her so long to say the same things, half as bravely and half as loud. And part of her had never been more excited in all her life. The world was changing. Young people were changing. Fucking country music was changing. Brynn grabbed her hand. Then, someone grabbed her other hand. She turned her head to see Coral, her eyes shining with tears, Rosalie on her other side straight up crying, all four of them holding hands in a row and watching the stage.  
“And after you leave,” Cassidy said, her voice serious, the crowd suddenly quiet, “you can think about what lies you’ve been sold that make you think we’re a threat. What lies you’ve believed that makes it okay to think your fellow humans are less than you. And when you’ve unpacked all that? Once you remember how to treat everyone with love? Then you can come back. We’ve got room for all of you.”   
She smiled her lovely star powered smile and the crowd screamed. Savannah couldn’t breathe. She heard all kinds of voices shouting that they loved Cassidy, that love was love. Those voices were far louder than the boos. 
She watched her sister look every one of her band members in the face, all four of them nodding and grinning at each other. Then Cassidy turned back to the mic.
“Fuck the drag ban!” she screamed and all eight of the drag queens who’d been waiting in the wings flooded out onto the stage to dance as the band threw themselves into their first single Green Light Go.
Savannah wept.   
The after party was epic. Cassidy got swept up into a pile of well-wishers, fans and industry people, Savannah and Brynn politely rebuffing any that were tempted to make them the focus. Cassidy appeared to be thriving off the attention. The rest of the band milled around, smiling and enjoying their crumbs of it. Savannah looked around for Kinsey. It seemed so unjust, knowing that the two of them co-wrote together, that she only received about a third of the attention Cassidy did as lead.
“Oh no,” said Kinsey when Savannah caught up to her and asked her about it. “I literally don’t care about any of that. That,” she gestured at Cassidy who had a Rolling Stone reporter holding a small mic in her face as she spoke, surrounded in a half circle of attentive listeners, “is my idea of a nightmare. Honestly, I think she’s making a sacrifice rather than taking the glory.” 
For the eight-hundreth time Savannah thought about how grateful she was that her sister had a Kinsey in her life. 
“I’d rather have all the fun and get to keep my quiet life,” Kinsey continued. Savannah followed her gaze to where Rosalie stood beside the bar talking with Coral. Rosalie glanced up as she felt their shared gaze and smiled. She was grateful her best friend had a Kinsey in her life too.
She watched as her sister suddenly decided she’d had enough and smilingly refuse all further schmoozing, slipping into Lane’s patient arms with grateful eyes and a heated kiss, escaping to dance with her friends. Cassidy, it seemed, had some good solid boundaries. She would be okay. Between them all, they’d make sure of it.
“What happened?” Savannah asked her sister when she finally had her ear. “I thought you’d rather die than admit we were related.”
“It couldn’t stay a secret forever,” Cassidy said simply. “I’d rather get out in front of it, than let someone else make it into a thing. Besides,” she shrugged, “I stopped caring at some point. I know we’re a great band. I know now that I can’t control shit. And I know I got a leg up because of you. If there are consequences, then they’re owed.”
“I’m so proud of you.” Savannah bit her lip. “For what you said on stage tonight. To start out this way, to take the risk-”
“It’s not a risk,” Cassidy said flatly. “If our audience isn’t safe for Lane or for Coral or for any of us, I don’t want to be part of it. And all of them-” she waved her hand vaguely at the country music establishment figures in the room and beyond, “-if they want to make money off us they can get on fucking board.”
“I wish I’d been as brave as you.” Tears filled Savannah’s eyes again and Cassidy squeezed her arm.
“You were just trying to survive,” she said. “You had to play the game so you could get to a safe place to come out. It’s how you got to be a goddamn queer icon,” she smiled. “You changed the game, and now the rules are different. You stood up when you could and now, we can stand up from the beginning.”
“You’re a bad-ass,” Coral said, overhearing the tail end of the conversation and wrapped an arm around Cassidy’s waist. “Some of us don’t get the choice about whether to be out or not. Everyone working to make their own little corner of the world a safe place is how we’re going to win this shit: staying and fighting for the whole family.”
Savannah nodded hard and fast. She watched Cassidy smile up at Coral like she was the whole damn world. She looked around at their gathered friends and family all around the room. She caught Brynn’s eye from where she stood talking to Noah, soda water in hand, and as always a small bloom of heat hit her chest as the beautiful woman she’d married smiled at her from across a crowded room. It had been nearly five years since the first time she’d laid eyes on her on a cold afternoon on the bluff above the lake and it still seemed almost absurdly wonderful that somehow, throughout all of it, it was Brynn Marshall to whom she got to belong.  
She saw Lane cross the room looking so handsome that one of the young reporters literally winced with desire and despair as they paused to check in with Cassidy, tucking her hair back and kissing her before heading over to the bar to get them drinks. Just before the bar they paused and looked around. Savannah saw their gaze seek out Rosalie and Kinsey before they rolled their eyes and decided not to wait. Rosalie was pressed up against a speaker stack, her fingers toying with Kinsey’s belt loop and her green eyes filled with heat and love as the younger woman leaned down toward her, saying something in a low tone that made her teeth sink into her lower lip against her smile, before her eyelashes flicked up and she kissed her.  
Savannah struggled to look away for a moment. She’d never once seen Rosalie like this and it made her heart both expand and contract to see her look so free and so held all at once, glowing from within. She wondered if this was how Rosalie had felt, when Savannah had met Brynn, like something desperately precious was being won and lost all at once. She looked up to see that Cassidy was watching them too.  
“I love Rosalie for her,” she said quietly when she felt Savannah’s gaze, “but sometimes I’m so mad I don’t get her all to myself anymore.”
Savannah nodded.
“Totally,” she agreed.  
“Is that weird, do you think?” Cassidy worried.  
“No,” Savannah told her. She watched as Rosalie teasingly pushed Kinsey away from her, then looked up to see Savannah’s eyes on her face. Rosalie smiled and made her way over toward them as Kinsey joined Lane at the bar.
“What are you three talking about?” Rosalie asked as she drew near, a warm glow in her eyes.
“I was just telling Cassidy,” Savannah said, reaching out to slip her hand into Coral’s, her eyes meeting Rosalie’s, “that sometimes, no matter who else we love, it’s really our friends who are the great loves of our lives.” 
“Sap,” said Coral, squeezing her fingers. Rosalie’s green eyes held hers and about eight thousand moments they’d reflected flashed through Savannah’s mind. Rosalie’s smile was everything.
“God,” she said. “That’s so gay.”



Epilogue
Bethany stood a few feet away from the door to the bar and lit a cigarette. She had quit, mostly, but sometimes when she was nervous she couldn’t help but reach for one. And this - walking into an exclusive Nashville party that contained both of her beautiful, famous, estranged daughters - was about as nervous as you could get.
“Can I have one of those?” 
Bethany looked up. A woman had arrived next to her. She was glamorous, tall, and her voice had a sexy lilt to it that made Bethany feel small and plain.
“Oh, sure.” Bethany offered her the pack and the woman shook one out. Placing it between her expertly painted lips she clicked the lighter, flame flickering in the dim light of the street.
“This is it, right?” the woman asked. “The after party for Cassidy Carver?”
“It is,” Bethany said. The sound of her youngest daughter’s name coming out the mouth of a stranger like she was public property was achingly familiar to her after the path her eldest child had taken, and so was the mixture of pride and nerves.
“Savannah Grace’s little sister,” the woman breathed, sounding almost equally as shocked as Bethany felt.  
Bethany looked at her more closely. She was perhaps in her forties, attractive, but something there in her face like she too had known suffering. Bethany was always drawn to faces like that. She knew that in a different life she might have looked just like an older Savannah Grace. She wondered if anyone would ever pick her as her mother now, with her face creased with the bone deep weariness that came from struggling her whole damn life.  
“I’m their mom,” she revealed, something she didn’t say to anyone ever really, feeling too much shame at the distance between their lives. The woman beside her straight up recoiled for a second, staring at her like she was a threat. Bethany blinked in fright, her fingers quivering under the intensity of her gaze. The woman swallowed, then took another drag of her cigarette. She looked at Bethany for a long time, her face gradually softening.
“Of course you are,” she said. “Do you see much of them?” she asked after a moment. 
Bethany looked down. She took a big breath of nicotine and tried to make herself feel stronger.
“No,” she said. “I made a lot of mistakes.”
“Well,” the woman said, “me too.”
Bethany absorbed that. It felt like a kindness being offered.
“Cassidy invited me,” Bethany said. “I almost said no. It’s scary, knowing that I have so much I need to atone for.” She met the woman’s eyes. There was an ache there. She seemed to understand. “I’ve missed so much of their lives. Especially Savannah.” Her voice cracked. “She was my first baby and I let her… I made her go it alone.”
The woman grabbed Bethany’s hand and squeezed it.
“We fucked up,” she said. “We were trying to survive the best way we knew how. But we caused a lot of hurt along the way.”
Bethany nodded, slowly. “It’s a lot to atone for. What if they can’t forgive me?”
“Well,” the woman stubbed out her cigarette, “I guess it’s worth the risk to find out. What we stand to gain is… everything. Isn’t it?”
Bethany straightened her spine. She dropped the cigarette butt and ground it under her heel.
“Yes,” she said. “It’s everything.”
“Then I guess we better go in there,” the woman told her. “God, I’m so scared.”
“Shall we go in together?” Bethany asked, her knees slightly trembling.  
“Yes please,” the woman said. They looked at each other, eyes grateful for having found a kindred spirit on their journey tonight.
“What’s your name?” Bethany asked her as they approached the door, side by side.
“I’m Rachel,” she said. 
Bethany took her hand and in they walked together. 
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Ribbonwood
Lara Bennett is world famous in Ribbonwood, pop. 907. She’s the woman you don’t trust your husband around: a real life femme fatale. If there’s a scandal in town, she’s at the centre of it, ruining businesses, marriages and egos everywhere she goes with her sharp tongue and that body that won’t quit. Besides…didn’t she more or less kill a man?
Ollie Gabrielli left Ribbonwood right after high school, back when Lara was her arch nemesis. The queen bee and the closeted girl jock: natural enemies. When she comes home for three months it’s to recover from burnout and spend time with her chaotic family, not to reconnect with her old classmates. Only somehow, she can’t seem to take her eyes off Lara. How did she only get hotter and is she really what everyone says she is?
Sometimes there’s a reason you should never try to go home.
Australian contemporary sapphic romance



The Grace Notes Trilogy
Falls From Grace
Grace Notes: Book One
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
Grace Notes: Book Two
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
Grace Notes: Book Three
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 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. Besides, Rosalie’s given up on love altogether, 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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